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ABSTRACT
This study sought to establish the viability of free newspapers in the Kenyan market,
using the case of The People Daily. The research objectives of this study were: (i) to
establish the management strategy behind The People Daily’s conversion into a free
newspaper; (ii) to determine the relationship between advertising revenue and The People
Daily’s viability as a news media outlet; (iii) to assess financial sustainability of The People
Daily as a free newspaper; and (iv) to establish the quality control measures that The People
Daily has put in place to promote quality journalism. This study was based on the Media
Economics Theory and it adopted mixed method research approach and a descriptive
research design that targeted 70 journalists at The People Daily newspaper. Data was
collected through a survey questionnaire and six senior managers were interviewed for key
information on The People Daily strategies that informed the conversion to a free
newspaper. The researcher pre-tested the tools with a group of journalists from Standard
Media group. Quantitative data collected was cleaned and analysed using IBM’s SPSS
version 22 and presented in form of tables, pie charts and graphs. Qualitative data was
transcribed, coded for patterns and emergent themes presented in narrative format to
corroborate the quantitative data with the relevant quotes to buttress the emergent themes.
Findings indicated that the conversion of The People Daily to a free newspaper has given
it a competitive edge by boosting circulation and attracting advertisers who have been the
mainstay of the newspaper’s revenue base. Further, the newspaper is generally financially
sustainable and has put in place measures to produce quality content. The study also
established that the conversion of The People Daily into a free newspaper was based on
two key strategies: the need to create a competitive advantage in the market and remain
afloat, and second, to boost the revenue that the newspaper generates. The study established
that while advertising revenue makes The People Daily viable, being part of a conglomerate
disadvantages the newspaper as part of its advertising revenues is channeled to other
outlets, especially the conglomerate’s TV station K24. To ensure sustainability and
production of quality content, the researcher recommends that a huge percentage of
resources generated by the free newspaper be ploughed back into newsroom to strengthen
operations and boost staff morale.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
1.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the background to this study which sought to establish the
viability of free newspapers in the Kenyan market. It also comprises the statement of
research problem, objectives and research questions. The chapter also highlights the
significance of the study, scope of the study and limitations.
1.2 Background to the Study
Newspapers across the globe have for the last couple of years endured challenges
due to the sharp drop in print advertising revenues as most of their audience migrate to the
internet. Internet penetration and the ensuing digitisation have led to a disruption in the
media industry, with newspapers arguably bearing the brunt of the wave of change (Mutiara
& Priyonggo, 2019). Scholars describe digital disruption as the change that occurs when
new digital technologies and business models affect the value proposition of existing goods
and services (Karimi & Walter, 2015).
Globally, many newspapers are folding as the profit margins decrease on a daily
basis, while the progressive ones have adapted to the change and managed to turn the tide.
For instance, face with an existential threat posed by the digital transition, American
newspaper The New York Times set up a paywall on its website in 2011 and to date, more
than 3.3 million people pay for the company’s digital products (Usher, 2014). In the same
country, The New York Sun, closed shop in 2008 due to loss of advertising revenue to the
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internet and the rise of the new media. The story of The New York Sun is replicated in many
places.
While it is fairly inexpensive to access print newspapers for news and advertorial
content, they are still beyond the reach of most Kenyans owing to their prohibitive cover
price (Mzungu, 2013). According to Ipsos (2020), only nine per cent of Kenyans have
access to printed news. This translates to about four million Kenyans, based on the 2019
population census report. Not all the readers buy their own copies, with at least 10 people
sharing a single newspaper (Nyabuga & Booker, 2013). Given these findings, it is easy to
establish the critical role that free newspapers play in promoting access to information.
Meyer (2008) predicted what he termed as the death of newspapers as the digital
disruption gained foothold. He argued that the internet would continue to wreck the
newspaper's business model by moving content with minimal cost as opposed to a physical
newspaper which incurs costs for paper, ink, and transportation of copies. Yet some
scholars observed that newspapers will not die, but would fare differently in different
countries (Edge, 2019; Tennant, 2014). The disruption has greatly rocked the industry and
players are changing tack as their lifeblood—advertising revenue—reduces (McNair,
2016). Consequently, how newspaper owners and managers choose to approach the
disruption makes all the difference in the ultimate survival of the product as well as its
sustainability.
In the wake of digital revolution and internet penetration, media content is easily
available and for free. Indeed, access to mobile and digital technologies in Kenya has had
numerous consequences on media consumption (Media Council of Kenya [MCK], 2016).
Newspapers and generally media organizations in Kenya and across the globe are
2

struggling as advertisers shift their investments to the digital space, dominated mainly by
non-journalistic content providers such Google, Facebook, blogs and social media
influencers (Sparks et al., 2016). In the West, some newspapers are using technology to
seize the opportunities available digitally, but in some places, including in developing
countries, the growth of the digital space has been the beginning of the downfall of the
media (Nielsen, 2019). The ensuing digital disruption has, consequently, impacted the
practice of journalism, with media houses forced to rethink their strategies (MCK, 2016).
Kenya has a vibrant digital media landscape, with close to 84 per cent internet
penetration (Wasserman & Benequista, 2017). This has enabled media consumers to access
content on various digital platforms from varied providers. In Kenya, there are 42
newspapers, but only six of those are national newspapers: Daily Nation, The Standard,
The People Daily, The Star, Taifa Leo and The Business Daily. Of the six, only The People
Daily is issued for free, with the others going for Kshs. 60 (Anyuor, 2021).
The People Daily newspaper, under the Mediamax Network Limited group,
switched from being a paid-for daily newspaper to a free sheet on July 1, 2014, ceding its
cover price of Kshs. 60. The newspaper increased its circulation from an average of 40,000
copies daily to averagely 80,000 to100,000 copies daily. In terms of circulation, The People
Daily competes fairly well with market leaders Daily Nation and The Standard, which have
an average circulation of 150,000 and 80,000 copies respectively (Kenya Audience
Research Foundation [KARF], 2019).
In earlier studies on free newspapers in the Kenya, Mburu (2013) found that the
cover price is prohibitive for many newspaper readers who despite having the need to
access information, have other pressing basic needs, while Akwabi (2015) established that
3

The People Daily has helped enhance access to information among Kenyans. The two
studies point to the significance of free newspapers in plugging the information gap among
Kenyans who cannot afford to buy a newspaper daily. Yet, Akwabi further found that The
People Daily suffers negative perception compared to paid-for newspapers, owing to its
ownership link to political actors. However, The People Daily has remained afloat as a free
daily for close to eight years, which suggests that either the public need for information
surpasses quality concerns, or that the newspaper produces quality journalism.
In Kenya, The Nation, The Business Daily, and The Standard newspapers,
published by publicly listed companies have recently been recording losses (Ogola, 2017).
It is no different for other newspapers in the market whose companies are not listed,
including The People Daily and The Star (Abbey, 2019). Audience fragmentation,
behaviour, and choices of consumers and proliferation of online platforms influence
advertisers’ choice of platform (Nelson-Field & Riebe, 2011). The newspapers have been
forced to share much-needed advertising revenue with newcomers, including bloggers and
social media influencers, making it imperative for them to diversify revenue streams to
remain afloat (Tonui, 2020).
In light of the above harsh realities, The People Daily proves to be a unique model
in Kenya, having ceded one stream of revenue, the cover price, to rely solely on advertising.
This study sought to investigate the viability of such free newspaper models in the Kenyan
Market using the case of The People Daily.
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1.3 Statement of the Problem
Newspapers across the world are reeling from diminishing revenue as they share
the advertising revenue with new competitors, especially on the digital platforms (Tonui,
2020). Consequently, the newspapers have been forced to adopt new strategies to expand
revenue streams to remain afloat (Ju, Jeong, & Chyi, 2014).
Over the years, the newspaper industry globally, regionally, and locally largely has
depended on sales and advertising revenues for survival and business. Newspapers depend
on circulation which then informs advertising revenues based on numbers, the demographic
and psychographic characteristics of the target audience (Lamour & Lorentz, 2019). In
East Africa this appears to be the default business model, although both the print and
broadcast media are increasingly venturing into innovative ways of diversifying revenue
streams (Muthuki, 2013).
Faced with the digital revolution threat, newspapers across the world have been
seeking alternative revenue streams to complement cover price and traditional advertising
(Myllylahti, 2019; Waking’a & Ouma, 2017; Sjøvaag, 2016). Yet The People Daily let go
of revenue from its cover price to solely rely on advertisement revenue. To determine the
viability of this model that seems to go against the grain, this study sought to establish the
management strategy behind The People Daily’s conversion into a free newspaper and the
outcome of that strategy. Two studies have been done on free newspapers in Kenya (Mburu
2013; Akwabi, 2015), but none has focused on the viability of an operational free
newspaper. Mburu’s study was a needs assessment study which investigated the viability
of free newspapers in Nairobi metropolitan. The scholar found that a free newspaper would
help fill the information gap among readers who cannot afford paid-for newspapers. On the
5

other hand, Akwabi was exploring the impact of free newspapers on reading culture of
Kenyans using the case of The People Daily. She found that while the newspaper was
mildly changing the reading culture, it still grappled with negative perception. Generally,
the concept of free newspapers is relatively new in Kenya and there is not much literature
in this area. This study therefore, sought to not only fill this knowledge gap, but also
establish if the free newspaper model is viable in Kenya using the case of an operational
free daily.
1.4 Objectives of the Study
1.4.1 Specific Objectives
The objectives of the study were: 1. To establish The People Daily’s management strategy on conversion to a free
newspaper.
2. To determine the relationship between The People Daily’s viability and advertising
revenue as a news media outlet.
3. To assess The People Daily’s financial sustainability as a free newspaper.
4. To find out The People Daily’s quality control measures put in place to promote
quality journalism.
1.4.2 Research Questions
The study was guided by the following research questions: 1. What is The People Daily’s management strategy on conversion to a free
newspaper?
6

2. What is the relationship between The People Daily’s viability and advertising
revenue as a news media outlet?
3. Is The People Daily financially sustainable as a free newspaper?
4. What are the quality control measures that The People Daily has put in place to
promote quality journalism?
1.5 Justification of the Study
Since the advent of internet, the print media industry has progressively taken a
beating in terms of circulation and advertising revenues as advertisers shift to the digital
space (Sparks et al., 2016). The shift has proved to be an existential threat to newspapers,
which have been forced to rethink their strategy and diversify their revenue streams for
survival (Doyle, 2013). Doyle describes how, to remain afloat and sustain newsroom
operations, newspapers have gradually re-invented themselves by adopting of a
multiplatform distribution strategy. Against the background of the digital realities, The
People Daily newspaper adopted a free distribution model in 2014, letting go of one of its
revenue streams: cover price. This study seeks to understand what informed this strategy
and whether it yielded the intended results. This information is crucial not only for its
readers and advertisers; but also, other media operators on the viability of such a model in
the era of digital transition. The free newspaper concept is relatively new regionally and
locally, and there are limited studies on the model. None of the two studies by Mburu (2013)
and Akwabi (2015) investigates the viability of an operational free newspaper and this
justifies the need for this study to explore the dynamics of the unique model.
To be financially viable, newspapers are traditionally oriented to enjoy a twin
market, in which they sell content to the readers and sell of the attention of readers, referred
7

to as “eyeballs”, to advertisers (Lamour & Lorentz, 2019). Without a cover price, free
newspapers seek to claim a bigger share of the advertising pie to sustain their operations.
This study intends to establish if The People Daily has a sustainable inflow of advertising
revenue or if the newspaper has other sources of revenue, especially given that it is part of
a media conglomerate. The findings will provide insights to the free newspaper landscape
in economies with characteristics similar as Kenya. The findings may inspire more media
investors in Kenya to consider setting up free newspapers, learning from both strengths and
challenges experienced by The People Daily. This would not only be beneficial to the
investors, but also readers who would enjoy increased access to information for free.
Generally, free newspapers the world over and particularly in Kenya struggle with
negative perception related to quality issues (Akwabi, 2015). The market performance of a
free newspaper, to a large extent, depends on the quality of its news, which must be
attractive enough for its readers to overlook the fact that their reading will be interrupted
by adverts (Lamour & Lorentz, 2019). To retain these readers and in return attract
advertisers, quality of content becomes a critical component of free newspapers. Quality of
journalism, therefore, cannot be divorced from overall viability of a news media outlet. The
study sought to establish the measures that The People Daily has put in place to promote
quality journalism. The findings will be beneficial not only to the academy, but also to
advertisers who invest their money in The People Daily as well as readers who consume its
content. The findings may also help the newspaper to shake off the negative perception.
1.6 Significance of the Study
The findings of this study will be useful to media scholars and will also contribute
to the existing body of knowledge on free newspapers for future studies. For the media
8

owners and start-ups eyeing the free newspaper market, this study will give insights on pros
and cons of the free model based on the findings at The People Daily. The study will also
help readers to make informed choices based on findings on the measures that The People
Daily has put in place to ensure production of quality content and also address the issue of
negative perception that free dailies face.
The findings of this study will help The People Daily management and future free
newspapers in the Kenyan market to gauge if their business model is working. The findings
will also help them review and improve their performance in terms of gathering, packaging
and distribution of content to attract both readers and advertisers. At the same time,
advertisers can use this study to assess if advertising their products in free newspapers is
worth the investment (Picard, 2008).
1.7 Scope of the Study
The study only targeted The People Daily as it is currently the only free national
newspaper in Kenya. Using the DW Akademie (2020) media viability indicators and guided
by the Media Economics Theory, the researcher set out to explore the financial viability of
The People Daily and its ability to produce quality journalism. To achieve this, the
researcher sought insights from journalists and senior managers at The People Daily. To
specifically respond to the objectives of this research, the researcher specifically limited
the target population of study to journalists and managers at The People Daily as opposed
to contentment analysis or audience-centred study.
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1.9 Limitations of the Study
Limitations are defined as the shortcomings, conditions or influences that the
researcher cannot control but have restrictions on the study (Mugenda, 2003). There were
a number of limitations experienced in the cause of this study. First, the scope of this study
was internal, limited to staff at The People Daily to establish the viability of the free
newspaper model as they were believed to have information that would help respond to
objectives of this study. Also, to determine both financial sustainability and quality of
content published by the newspaper, the researcher used survey and key informant
interviews to collect data. The study did not adopt content analysis as the other two methods
were deemed sufficient to answer research questions of this study.
Being part of the conglomerate, the viability of The People Daily may be tied to its
ability to access resources from sister company, and this was likely to influence findings of
this study. The researcher sought to establish if the newspaper can sustain itself financially,
or it’s benefits from resources pooled from sister companies.
1.9 Operational Definition of Terms
Free Newspapers: In this study, free newspapers refer to dailies that distribute free of
charge, often in central places in cities and towns, on public transport.
Mainstream/Legacy Media: Mainstream media was used to refer to traditional kind of
media or an established broadcasting or publishing outlets.
Media Conglomerate: In the context of the study, it referred to companies that own
numerous companies or brands involved in mass media enterprises such as television,
radio, publishing and motion pictures.
10

Media Viability: This study adopts DW Akademie (2020) definition of media viability as
the ability of media outlets and media landscapes to produce high quality journalism
sustainably. This holistic approach goes beyond financial sustainability and encompasses
content quality to define viability.
Quality Journalism: In this study, quality journalism is that which, among other things
publishes the truth; is independent; balanced and fair; accurate; relevant and timely;
provides the public with a forum for debate; holds power to account and is comprehensive.
Paid-for Newspaper: This refers to newspaper which is sold at an indicated cover price.
Quality Control: This study understood quality control to mean the measures that a media
house puts in place to promote promotion of media ethics, service to the public and a better
product with higher credibility.
1.10 Summary
This chapter comprised introduction and the background to the study on viability of
free newspapers, using the case of The People Daily. It also highlighted the statement of
the problem, research objectives, significance and justification of the study as well as
operational definition of terms. The following chapter will discuss the literature related to
this study.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
This chapter covers an exhaustive review of literature on viability of free
newspapers based on the broader framework of media economics. The chapter also traces
the evolution of The People Daily from a weekly pro-opposition newspaper to a daily free
newspaper. It discusses the Media Economics Theory, on which this study is anchored.
2.2 Theoretical Framework
This study was guided by the Media Economics Theory which refers to a model
used in analysing media related studies with different sorts of structures that organisations
experience with others in a free market competition. While this study adopted the DW
Akademie (2020) definition of media viability, it was based on the Media Economics
Theory. The theory analyses the business aspects of the media industry, including business
strategy, advertising as well as branding and marketing. It touches on all forms of media,
including traditional media such as print, broadcasting, music, and film, and new media
forms such as the Internet (Albarran, 2008.)
The theory advocates for equal opportunities in the market because all media houses
or firms organise their own resources and business strategies to make them remain relevant
in the market. The theoretical market structures that dictate media is both imperfect and
perfect competition (for example monopolistic and oligopoly competitions). The
differences experienced between the structures is due to growing number of rival producers
within a given market share. This gives a direct ticket to “market power” that most firms
12

use in dictating market prices that makes firms with less market power to attract more
competitive market structures in which they operate within.
Media Economics Theory acknowledges the strict market competition that most
firms face in order to keep their business alive. Market structure in firms is dictated not
only by competitors but several other factors like pricing, number of customers, availability
and quality of products or services offered as well. In a free market economy, most market
players have a healthy competition where every firm has a zero-market power. In a
monopoly market one firm completely dictates the market prices while in an oligopoly most
firms operate under same umbrella and market challenges are uniformly addressed.
Media economics is concerned with how media firms/industries allocate resources
in creating information and entertaining content in meeting the needs of audiences, societal
institutions and advertisers (Doyle, 2013). The theory also speaks to advertising strategy
and the connection between advertising trends and economy performance (Picard, 2001).
When looked within the Media Economics Theory, the conversion of The People Daily
from a paid-for newspaper to a free daily was both a business and editorial strategy
occasioned by the market forces, given that the newspaper is a commercial entity. The
theory helped examine the viability of this business model by analysing the implications
and outcome of the strategies adopted by The People Daily, and also investment towards
its operations.
As a developing theory, however, the Media Economics Theory, is not without
weaknesses. Albarran (2008) faults media economics scholars for what he terms as overreliance on the industrial organisation model of media outlets, while Demers (1996) argues
that media outlets should be regarded not only as economic institutions but also as social
13

institutions. Yet, Picard (2001) discredit the notion that the Media Economics is only
concerned with market-based activities. He says the theory gives scholars an insight into
the media activities and factors that influence such activities, including political
environment regulation. The three scholars, however, agree that media economics research
continue to provides a means to understanding the activities and functions of media
companies as economic institutions. As Albarran (2008) put it, the role of the media must
be viewed in a broader perspective than just profitability and information sharing. There
are other dynamics that affect media strategies, such as ownership, political environment,
culture, religion and all other aspects of society which media economics scholars must
strive to capture in theory development.
While this study does not focus on financial sustainability, alone Media Economics
Theory helped the researcher to understand the economy of free newspapers by lending
meaning to the various strategies adopted by The People Daily. The theory was also critical
in the analysis of the market factors behind the adoption of those strategies.
2.3 General and Empirical Literature Review
2.3.1 Tracing the Evolution of The People Daily Newspaper
Prior to Kenya’s first multi-party elections in 1992, the country witnessed an
explosion of press freedom. In an article on The Courier, veteran journalist Wachira
Waruru (1996) highlighted that numerous opposition magazines and newspapers were
established, publishing reports about sensitive issues about the authoritarian Kenya African
National Union (KANU) government that was hitherto. Most of the new media outlets were
owned by politicians.

Such publications included The People newspaper, Kenya
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Confidential, The Dispatch, and The Weekly Sun (Kadhi & Rutten, 1997). Prior to
establishment of the publications, there were only three national dailies; the Daily Nation
and the East African Standard, which were privately-owned and the Kenya Times owned
by the ruling party, KANU. Most of the new publications owned by Opposition politicians
advocated democratic reforms and elevated the debate on press freedom in Kenya
(Waruru,1996).
Kadhi and Rutten (1997) describe The People newspaper as one of the most popular
and lasting newspapers, which remained after the other newcomers waned in the aftermath
of the 1992 elections. The People (later renamed The People Daily) was established in
February, 1993, by then pro-democracy opposition politician Kenneth Matiba. The paper,
with a slogan “Fair, Frank and Fearless” started as an investigative weekly newspaper then
known as The People. The newspaper was known for exposing corruption deals involving
members of the KANU administration, while on the side promoting Matiba’s political
interests (Ogola, 2011). The paper played a critical role in the democratisation process in
the country, crusading for a system of social justice and a call to probity and accountability
in the governance structures through investigative stories that exposed and called out
corruption in government (Nyambuga, 2004).
The weekly was highly sought-after and was successful in its early years of
operation as it resonated with a public disillusioned with President Daniel Moi’s regime,
but the KANU government stepped up efforts to limit its influence (Ogola, 2011).
Government officials and KANU politicians linked to graft by the newspaper took it to
court several times and it lost many such cases. The court cases and damage awards against
The People ate into its revenues and with its journalists constantly hounded by the police,
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the newspaper toned down its criticism of the regime (Kadhi & Rutten, 1997). Kadhi and
Rutten point out that the weekly waned in quality, and lost most of its readers to the
dominant Daily Nation and East African Standard.
In December 1998, The People changed from a weekly newspaper to a daily
newspaper. Matiba’s family sold the newspaper to Mediamax Network Ltd, which is
associated with the Kenyatta family (Simiyu, 2014). At the time, Mediamax acquired the
newspaper alongside Kameme FM and K24 Television owned by businesswoman Rose
Kimotho. The People continued to be published as a daily with a cover price of Kshs. 60
until July, 2014, when it was converted to a free daily, foregoing it’s cover price. The
newspaper was renamed The People Daily and the conversion saw a reduction of pagination
from 56 to 32 pages. To date, it is still distributed as a free newspaper, with a circulation of
100,000 copies a day. The newspaper is also available as an e-paper online.
2.3.1.1 The People Daily as a Subsidiary of Mediamax Network Conglomerate
Over time, media houses have adopted the diversification strategy to maximise on
returns, expand market share, maintain competitive edge, and to remain relevant (Jung et
al., 2005). Some start with one product, for instance a radio station, but gradually
expands—either through acquisition or starting from scratch—to start a newspaper, a TV
station and nowadays a digital product to tap into the digital audience and expand revenue
streams (Tseng, 2015). Such a strategy has merits and demerits, cushions a media house
from financial shocks occasioned by losses incurred by one product (Luseno, 2010). This,
therefore, means that the products may at times be required to feed off each other in case
some are underperforming financially.
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The People Daily is a subsidiary of Mediamax Network Limited, which, besides the
newspaper, owns several vernacular radio stations including Kameme FM, Milele FM,
Mayian FM, Meru FM, and Emoo FM. It also owns K24 TV as well as Kameme TV.
Mediamax is part of TV Africa Holdings, whose ownership is linked to the Kenyatta
family. TV Africa Holdings acquired Kameme FM and K24 TV from Regional Reach, a
company founded by veteran journalist Rose Kimotho, and also bought The People Daily
newspaper from the Matiba family. The media group has progressively acquired or founded
other products under its stable.
Owners of media conglomerates are known to ride on a number of factors that work
for such models, including political influence, business synergies, and portfolio
diversification (Noam, 2018). In cultivating business synergies, for instance, a
conglomerate is able to internally cross-finance among its brands and has a better chance
at diversification of risk. Furthermore, media conglomerates boast the ability to cross-sell,
both the audience and advertisers, various products line which is generally seen to improve
financial performance (Jung & Chan-Olmsted, 2005). Some scholars (Doyle, 2002; Picard,
2002), however, argued that such expansion and diversification does not necessarily equate
to better performance, and called for the measurement of the impact of expansion in
financial performance. Picard’s argument was that even not-for-profit media should
generate enough revenue to sustain its operations. This would not be possible if lossmaking media outlets always feed off profitable sister brands without much pressure on
own performance.
The above arguments by scholars imply two possible scenarios for The People
Daily, being a brand in a conglomerate. One, there is the possibility that if the newspaper
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is profitable, other less-profitable brands feed off its advertising revenue, which is its only
source of revenue. Secondly, there is the possibility that the newspaper is not profitable,
and relies on revenue from profitable sister brands to sustain its newsroom operations.
There are ramifications for both scenarios. In the first scenario, being part of the
conglomerate could work to the disadvantage of The People Daily; if the newspaper is
forced to finance other brands, it could mean the share of advertising revenue ploughed
back to newsroom operations is reduced. Such a move ultimately impacts the quality of
content produced if inadequate resources are invested in newsroom operations and staff
motivation (Cho, Thorson, & Lacy, 2004). On the flipside, if the newspaper is not
profitable and feeds of sister brands, it is difficult to determine its financial viability.
Similarly, the editorial independence of a loss-making newspaper is not guaranteed, as such
a daily is likely to be used as the owner’s tool to further non-journalistic agenda (Ekayanti
& Xiaoming, 2018; Thrift Jr, 1977).
2.3.2 Strategies Adopted by Free Newspapers
Strategies determines the direction a company takes, policies and decisions made,
structures put in place and resources invested to achieve a certain goal (Aduda, 2016). In
the era of digital transformation, all media platforms globally have adopted different
strategies to remain afloat and enhance their viability. The traditional business models for
news media are failing or straining (Nielsen, 2019), thus media actors, both globally and
locally, have had to respond to this reality to enhance media viability.
According to DW Akademie (2020), from which this study derives the definition
of media viability, expands the concept of media viability to mean not just financial
profitability, but also the ability of media outlet to produce quality journalism sustainably.
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DW Akademie developed Media Viability Indicators (MVIs) to assess media viability in a
systematic way. The indicators focus on five societal factors that influence the functioning
and quality of news media. These include economics, politics, content and expertise,
technology, and the community they are serving, which have an impact on journalism. The
ability by a media outlet to balance the five factors impacts on its performance (Hollifield,
2019).
While both paid-for and free dailies often strive to produce quality journalism to
attract and retain readers, free dailies struggle with negative perception more compared to
their paid-for counterparts (Akwabi, 2015; Bakker, 2002). Correia-da-Silva and Resende
(2013) partly attributed the negative perception to the fact that in the case of freelydistributed newspapers, readers have not used their money to purchase the paper and thus
may not attach much value to it. The scholars found that some readers they may opt to
throw away the free newspaper without having read it. This, they argued, may dispute
readership figures of free newspapers as opposed to the case of paid-for newspaper, where
a reader often buys a newspaper deliberately planning to read it. Yet another study by
McQuail (2010) argued that perception towards free newspapers is largely based on
individual’s personal attitude or influence by those around him. This argument is line with
an earlier study by Piccard (2001) who found that to gain and retain readers, free
newspapers must deliberately set out to understand the media needs of those readers and
address them. In addition, the content of such newspapers, as is the case of paid-for
newspapers, must offer solutions to issues that the community is dealing with (Urban &
Schweiger, 2014). The studies seem to agree that besides advertising and quality of content,
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there are other external factors that have an impact on viability of free newspapers,
including reader and advertiser perception.
Various factors have led to a disruption in the media industry, with newspapers
arguably bearing the brunt of the wave of change (Mutiara & Priyonggo, 2019).
Consequently, the newspapers have been forced to adopt new strategies to expand revenue
streams to remain afloat (Ju, Jeong, & Chyi, 2014). Over years, both the press in developed
and developing economies has been faced with a deep crisis (Van der Wurff, 2012). In
China, for instance, paid-for newspapers experienced a dip circulation (Huang, 2016). The
situation has not been any different in regional and local markets (Tonui, 2020).
Meanwhile, against the odds of the harsh realities, the model of free newspapers
has in the last three decades recorded significant growth, somewhat disrupting the print
industry (Correia-da-Silva & Resende, 2013). According to the World Association of
Newspapers and News Publishers (WAN-IFRA) figures, the circulation of free newspapers
grew from 200,000 in 1995 to more than 50 million copies in 2017. From free dailies,
readers access news, editorial, and advertising content free of charge and on the other hand,
advertisers get numbers or what media scholars refer to as “eyeballs” in exchange for
advertising fees. This means the more the readers, the more the free newspapers are likely
to attract advertisers (Nowak, Cameron, & Krugman, 1993).
The first self-declared modern free newspaper was the Metro, launched in
Stockholm in 1995, which has majorly contributed to the growth of free dailies especially
in Europe (Piccard, 2001). In Kenya, the concept of free newspapers is relatively new, with
little literature on such publications. The People Daily became Kenya’s first free newspaper
on 2014, followed by X-News a few months later. The latter folded in 2017. The People
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Daily, therefore, has emerged as a peculiar model as it remains afloat since it ceded it cover
price for free distribution in July, 2014.
According to the Media Economics Theory, media strategy is driven by various
factors, including competition, pricing, number of customers, availability, and quality of
media products. Over time, media houses have adopted a diversification strategy to
maximise on returns, expand market share, maintain competitive edge, and to remain
relevant in the market (Jung et al., 2005; Gabszewicz et al., 2012). Newspapers compete in
two connected markets; rivalry for the sale of content to consumers, and the competition
for advertisers seeking access to these consumers (Godes, Ofek, & Sarvary, 2009). In light
of this, therefore, newspaper circulation figures, which reflects the number of readers that
a newspaper reaches, becomes a key bargaining tool for newspapers eyeing a bigger market
share than rivals (Lacy & Martin, 2004). The need to compete at par, may thus, inform a
strategy to increase circulation figures.
Entrants into free newspaper market, whether a new product or a formerly paid-for
daily, are known to pursue a competitive advantage over paid-for dailies as a business and
editorial strategy (Bakker, 2002). The scholar found that free dailies depend on their costeffective models to be profitable, including enjoying a comparatively cheap distribution
system. Piccard (2001) adds that free dailies also target to covert non-readers and nonhabitual readers into a loyal audience by giving them quality content. This study hence
sought to establish which of the above discussed strategies, if any, informed the conversion
of The People Daily into a free daily.

21

2.3.3 Advertising Revenue’s Impact on Viability of Free Newspapers
Globally, regionally, and locally, the media industry largely depends on sales and
advertising revenues for survival and business. Newspapers, for instance, depend on
circulation which then informs advertising revenues based on numbers, the demographic,
and psychographic characteristics of the target audience (Lamour & Lorentz, 2019). In
Kenya, this appears to be the default business model though both the print and broadcast
media are increasingly venturing into innovative ways of diversifying revenue streams
(Chege, 2020).
In majority of the sub-Saharan African countries, the advertising market is indeed
tight and newspapers are thus unable to solely rely on advertising revenues. The shrinking
advertising markets are occasioned by smaller economies that do not have many big brands
that would then need to advertise for brand visibility, a situation that would have otherwise
given the media a bigger pool of advertisers. Therefore, in a market like Kenya where the
advertising market is projected to rise from US$276 million at a 7.0% Compound Annual
Growth Rate (CAGR) to US$387 million in 2022 (PricewaterhouseCoopers [PwC], 2018),
the government and the few major corporates in the manufacturing and service industry
and others are still critical players in media viability as they influence how these revenues
are distributed.
While paid-for newspapers draw revenue from both sales (cover price) and
advertising, free newspapers purely depend on advertising to remain afloat and make profits
(Bakker, 2008). Free newspapers aspire to create a win-win situation for both their readers
and advertisers. Readers access content at no cost because the costs have been taken care
of by advertisers and, on the other hand, advertisers get access to the newspaper readers
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(Lamour & Lorentz, 2019). The free newspaper, however, has to prove to advertisers that
it can reach the market that the advertisers target.
The over-dependence on advertising, however, exposes free newspapers to
vulnerabilities such as manipulation by advertisers which is likely to compromise editorial
integrity (An & Bergen, 2007). Nyilasy and Reid (2011) found that favours in exchange of
advertising dollars can range from special advertising placement to overt manipulation of
editorial content. An earlier study by Ellman and Germano (2009) found that a manipulative
advertiser affects the ability of a media outlet to provide high quality, independent news. I
agree with these scholars that while advertising plays an important role as a major source
of funding for free newspapers, an independent media is crucial to the society.
Generally, Bakker (2002) says that the success of the free papers is the result of
their efficient cost structure and ability to reach a new and relatively young audience. He,
however, pokes holes into the sustainability of free newspaper model based on its target
audience, given that a younger audience lacks disposable income.
The introduction of free newspaper model in 1995 in Sweden and later in several
countries across the world triggered a major shift in the business models of traditional
newspaper editors and was first met with resistance by paid-for newspapers and publishers,
who believed that kind of competition was unfair (Brink, Raeymaeckers, & Trappel, 2011).
Yet, the free dailies have proved they are much more than a passing phenomenon. Most
free dailies project their target to the urbanite youth as their primary readers, but Bakker
(2007) casts doubts on this group being the actual end user of the product. He opines that a
younger audience does not make economic sense for free dailies as it translates to a less
wealthy audience and second-rate advertisement.
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2.3.4 Financial Viability of Free Newspapers
In terms of economic practicability, there are various indicators to determine if a
news outlet is sustainable economically (DW Akademie, 2020). One such sub-sector is the
national economy: financial viability is, to a large extent, dependent on the economy of the
country that a media outlet operates in (Ojo, 2018). A strong economy is favourable to the
media as a business as it translates to an audience with a buying power which also helps
attract advertisers whose profit-making activities are boosted by a strong economy
(Petrovay, 2009).
In the wake of digital revolution and other market forces that have led to the
shrinking of newspaper revenues, some free newspapers have bowed to pressure and closed
shop (Edge, 2019). For instance, Kenyan free newspaper X-News folded barely two years
after it entered the market in 2015, thus, there is need to examine the free newspapers model
and how best to boost sustainability of such. Bakker (2013) advises that to avoid mass
closures and consolidation, free newspapers must focus on quality and, most importantly,
diversify. He recommends a total departure from free dailies’ traditional model of
distribution at public transport systems and shopping malls as well as the Monday-to-Friday
only publication. The scholar says content and distribution diversification has to take place
for free newspapers to survive. In terms of content, Lamour and Lorentz (2019) underscore
the need for a quality newspaper with comprehensive, long format articles as opposed to
quick reads. Such content, he adds, requires adequate staffing and well-read journalists.
Such content will ensure free newspapers to do not target just youth, but serious readers,
with higher retention rate.
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To diversify distribution and avoid unnecessary competition with paid-for
newspapers, Bakker (2013) recommended a shift from a morning to afternoon distribution
as well as publication at weekends. He also floats the idea of home delivery. Yet Piccard
(2001) does not find any problem with distribution at public transport systems. He argues
that the distribution approach benefits readers, by distracting them while commuting,
besides providing them with basic information on the happenings around them. While
Picard’s argument holds some level of truth, Bakker (2013) is apt for proposing
diversification because not all free dailies can compete at the same level with paid-for
newspapers. Indeed, it is almost impossible to convert a reader to stop buying their
favourite paid-for newspaper and depend solely on a free daily (Bakker, 2007). Because
substitution is not possible, free dailies can only complement the paid-for dailies. In terms
of distribution, both scholars, however, seem to ignore the fact that distribution of free news
is to a large extent dictated by the advertiser’s target market (Meijer, 2013). This explains
why most free dailies adopt short stories and target younger readers as opposed to paid-for
newspapers.
The dynamics of viability of free newspapers that are part of media conglomerates
are different, in that brands in such media groups rarely operate as a unit, but are seen as
part of a whole (Noam, 2018). As mentioned earlier, The People Daily, for instance, is a
brand under the Mediamax Network Limited. It would be difficult to establish the viability
of such a newspaper in isolation as being part of a media conglomerate impacts on its
viability. To ensure business synergies, for instance, a conglomerate is able to internally
cross-finance among its brands while at the same time cross-promoting (Jung & ChanOlmsted, 2005).
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For free newspapers, therefore, being part of a conglomerate would either mean
they are profitable and thus other less-profitable brands feed off its advertising revenue, or
they are not profitable and rely on revenue from other brands (Picard, 2002). In the first
eventuality, being part of the conglomerate does not favour a free newspaper which relies
solely on advertising revenue. Such a newspaper is forced to finance other brands, limiting
the share of advertising revenue that can be ploughed back to newsroom operations. If
inadequate resources are invested in newsroom operations, the quality of content produced
is equally affected (Cho, Thorson, & Lacy, 2004).
In the second eventuality of a loss-making free newspaper, being in a conglomerate
would work in its favour as it would ride on the success of sister brands to keep it afloat.
Compared to a free newspaper that operates as a single company, financial unsustainability
would affect the two different, with one being cushioned by other brands, and the other
bearing the financial burdens alone. Chances of survival and viability, would, therefore be
different for the two.
2.3.5 Quality of Free Newspapers
The question of why media scholars should be concerned with the quality of
journalism is as important as the question of why they should be concerned with journalism
at all. Journalism concerns itself with providing the masses with information and opinion
even as it provides checks and balances (Lacy & Rosenstiel, 2015). By making information
more transparent in the society, journalism is considered an essential ingredient for
democratic self-government (Das & Kakkar, 2020). It is important therefore, that the media
churns content that is factual and truth and is of value to the audience (Rosenstiel, 2014).
Simply put, quality is reflected in the ability of journalism to fulfill its functions.
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Journalism has always been considered part of the societal and political system,
with certain values, norms, and operating principles (Urba & Schweiger, 2014). Those in
the profession are thus expected to preserve and uphold those principles. Urban and
Schweiger pointed out that quality of journalism is viewed from the perspective of both
media experts and the audience, yet the views of the latter has often been ignored. This
reality makes the concept of quality of somewhat fuzzy as it means different things to
different people (Graefe, Haim, Haarmann, & Brosius, 2018). But studies tend to adopt the
normative framework established by media scholars such as Meyer (1988) to measure the
quality of newspaper journalism.
Meyer and Kim (2003) list the various indicators of newspaper quality as postulated
by John Merrill (1968) to include independence; financial stability; integrity; social
concern, good writing, and editing. Merrill also avers that a quality newspaper must contain
strong opinion but remain non-sensational while serving and expanding a well-educated,
intellectual readership. Meyer and Kim term Merrill’s list as rigorous, they added onto it a
number of things readers should look out for to determine that quality of a newspaper to
include readability and the ratio of articles written by staff to those borrowed from online
sources. Obijiofor and Green (2001), on the other hand, underscored the need for a quality
newspaper to recruit and retain trained, articulate, and technology-savvy journalists. Meyer
and Kim (2003) narrowed down the indicators of quality in a story to accuracy of reporting,
editorial independence, impartiality, specialised staff skill, timeliness, and public interest.
While other scholars have expanded this list, the above six are the primary ones and capture
all the elements of journalism (Rosenstiel, 2014; Wilding et al., 2018)).
Despite their critical role in the print industry and informing the masses, a majority
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of free newspapers suffer negative perception from both readers and advertisers largely on
the basis of quality and perceived owner interference (Akwabi 2015; Bakker, 2002). The
market performance of free newspapers largely depends on the quality of its news, which
is produced for and used by a public that accepts its reading will be interrupted by adverts.
(Lamour & Lorentz, 2019). Quality of content, therefore, remains a critical component in
viability of free newspapers that editors of such dailies must remain alive to while
packaging content (Obijiofor & Green, 2001).
The notion of journalistic quality and value has for long sparked debate among
scholars. Pearson (1994) submits that quality “is in the eye of the beholder” which then is
left to the judgment of end users, in this case readers. While acknowledging the critical role
of free newspaper in enhancing access to information, especially among underprivileged
groups, Bakker (2013) finds that their quality is debatable, given that they are compressed
for a quick read.
Traditionally, media viability has been tied to revenue, but the DW Akademie
(2020) is critical of media development as having had a myopic view of media viability.
DW Akademie recommends a shift from focus on just financial profitability and instead
consider entire media ecosystem in terms of ability to produce quality and sustainable
journalism that has meaningful impact to the community. Indeed, Meijer (2013) noted that
quality remains the standard factor for judging viability of public service media as well as
first-rate journalism. Like DW Akademie, Meijer criticises journalists and journalism
scholars for their fixation to please audiences at the expense of quality. The scholar’s
argument is valid, but as journalists pursue quality, the content should be useful and
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important to the readers. This is only possible if a newspaper is clear about its target
audience.
While media viability is more than just financial sustainability, the quality of
content that a newspaper produces is to a large extent, linked to financial viability (Bogart,
2004). Resource investment in newsroom operations coupled with staff motivation and
training are important elements of achieving quality. A newspaper must generate adequate
revenue to invest resources into quality journalism that can in turn attract and retain readers
as well as advertisers.
This study explored the quality control measures that The People Daily newspaper
has put in place to promote quality journalism, in line with indicators mentioned above:
accuracy of reporting, editorial independence, impartiality, specialised staff skill,
timeliness, and public interest. Quality control concept in the media comprises promotion
of media ethics, service to the public, and a better product with higher credibility (Bertrand,
2018).
2.4 Summary
This chapter highlighted the theoretical framework on which this study is based. It
discussed how the Media Economics Theory relates to the study on viability of free
newspapers and also traced the evolution of The People Daily newspaper. The chapter also
reviewed literature touching on research objectives of this study. The next chapter
comprises the research methodology that this study adopted.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
This chapter entails, among other things, research approach and design, population,
sampling procedures, research method, data generation tools that helped the researcher to
obtain data from The People Daily newspaper.

It also captures the data analysis,

presentation plan, and ethical considerations that the researcher made in the process of data
collection.
3.2 Research Approach and Research Design
This study adopted a mixed methods research approach; combining both
quantitative and qualitative approaches. This approach gives a researcher breadth and depth
of understanding into a research problem, while offsetting the weaknesses inherent to using
each approach by itself (Clark, & Creswell, 2007). This method also allows triangulation
by approaching a phenomenon from different vantage points (Wimmer & Dominick, 2013).
This study neccesitated mixed method approach as it sought to establish the
viability of free newspapers using the case of the The People Daily newspaper. The
quantitative research method measures the degree of association between the independent
variables and the dependent variables by answering the questions what, how, and where
(Lambert & Lambert, 2012). The study, therefore, used quantitative data to measure the
association between quality of content and financial viability.
This study adopted a concurrent mixed methods research design, where both
quantitative and qualitative data was collected, analysed, presented and interpreted
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simultaneously. The study necessitated this design as the two research methods were
complementary in addressing the objectives of this study. The design permits a
comprehensive and integrated utilisation of data collected quantitatively and qualitatively
(Creswell et al., 2011).
3.3 Population
A population is an entire group of individuals, events or objects having a common
observable characteristic (Mugenda & Mugenda, 2003). Out of the population of 44
newspapers in Kenya (KARF, 2019), this study sampled one newspaper: The People Daily,
being currently the only free national newspaper in Kenya. The newspaper has a total of
100 staff, who fall under the editorial and sales divisions. Other staff in divisions such as
human resource and administration serve all brands in the group. The Chief Executive
Officer (CEO) is in charge of the entire media group, not just The People Daily. See Figure
1 below.
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Figure 1: The People Daily Organisational Structure
3.4 Target Population
The target population is a group of individuals or a set of units about which
information is desired (Punch & Oancea, 2014). It is from this population that a sample is
drawn. The target population for this study was staff at The People Daily newspaper. The
researcher targeted both the editorial and commercial division staff at The People Daily to
establish the viability issues affecting them. The commercial division staff drawn from
management were interviewed for information on management strategy and financial
sustainability. The editorial staff dealing with the daily journalistic functions and have an
understanding of the daily interactions with the commercial division responded to the
questions on financial sustainability, advertising and quality of content.
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3.5 Study Site
The study took place in Nairobi. This is because The People Daily newspaper
offices are based in the city. The questionnaire was administered online while the key
informants’ interviews took place at the participants work stations. This was deliberate
especially for key informant interviews which is likely yield rich results on the problem
being studied (Goodwin, 1996; Gill et al., 2008).
3.6 Sample Size
A sample size refers to a part of the population chosen for a survey or experiment
(Lavrakas, 2008). The sample size for this study was 83 respondents. Out of this, 75
journalists were sampled to generate quantitative data while eight senior editors and
managers were targeted for qualitative data. The eight participants included Current CEO,
former CEO, Sales manager, Editor-in-Chief, Managing Editor, News Editor, Revise
Editor and Chief Sub-editor. The former CEO was targeted because he spearheaded the
conversion of The People Daily into a free newspaper.
3.7 Sampling Procedures
Sampling is a procedure used to select a representative part from a population of
study (Kothari, 2004). This study adopted both census and purposive sampling techniques.
The researcher adopted a census approach for all the 75 targeted by the survey questionnaire
because earlier studies suggest that is the best approach in studies whose target populations
are small and dissimilar in characteristics (Kish, 1979). With a population of only 75
journalists, who essentially perform different roles, a census was the most ideal option for
this study. For instance, the photojournalists and a correspondent or a sub-editor may be
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working for the same media house, but do not necessarily share similar characteristics in
terms of interacting with the overall financial and viability picture of the media house. For
the KII, the researcher purposively selected the top management, including the current
CEO, former CEO and six senior editors because, by virtue of their positions, they have an
overarching understanding of the strategy and financial viability of the media house.
3.8 Research Method
This study adopted survey and key informant interview methods. The researcher
administered a structured survey questionnaire with questions focusing on the relationship
between advertising revenues and media viability, the financial sustainability dependent
and independent variables that determine the viability of The People Daily as a media
outlet. The questionnaire sought to, among other things, extract from The People Daily
journalists, their level of education, their understanding and prospects on the viability of
the newspaper and issues related to newsroom operations. The researcher also sought to
know the journalists’ knowledge and understanding of quality control measures in place at
the newspaper such as availability of regular staff training, and adherence to principles of
journalism.
The key informant interviews involved a face-to-face discussion between the
researcher and the senior editors and managers at The People Daily who were important in
providing resourceful information more so on strategy that informed The People Daily to
adopt the free model. Key informant interviews were conducted using a semi-structured
guide to provide qualitative data to corroborate the numbers from the quantitative survey
questionnaire.
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3.9 Data Collection Tools
The researcher used a questionnaire and key informant interview guide to collect
data that helped gather information on viability of free newspapers.
A questionnaire consists of a set of questions put together in a definite order in a set
of forms (Kothari, 2004). It provides a relatively quick and efficient way of obtaining large
amounts of information from a large sample of people. The structured questionnaire
contained close and open-ended questions which included matrix and Likert scale questions
meant to elicit responses that would help the researcher to address the objectives of this
study. It was divided into four major sections. The first section contained the demographic
details while the other three sections will be structured along the second, third and fourth
objectives namely; to determine the relationship between advertising revenue and The
People Daily’s viability as a news media outlet; to assess financial sustainability of The
People Daily as a free newspaper; to establish the quality control measures that The People
Daily has put in place to promote quality journalism. The questionnaire was administered
predominantly as an online survey because of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)
protocols, but the researcher also had the paper and pencil option as a contingency to
maximise on response rate.
The key informant interview guide contained semi-structured interview questions
to largely address the question on the strategy behind The People Daily’s conversion into
a free newspaper and the outcome of the conversion. The interview questions sought to
yield information on both the editorial and commercial strategy of the free model as well
as establish if there are quality control measures in place to ensure The People Daily
produces quality journalism. The interviews also touched on the other three objectives. The
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key informant interviews were conducted face-to-face, with an option of online video
(Zoom) meetings in cases where key informants were physically unavailable or
uncomfortable with physical meetings in line with COVID-19 prevention measures.
3.10 Data Collection Procedures
The researcher first sought permits to collect data from both the Aga Khan
University and the National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation
(NACOSTI) and also sought authorisation letters to access The People Daily newsroom to
collect data. Further, the researcher sought informed consent from respondents before data
collection.
The researcher administered the questionnaire online to all the all the 75 journalists
at The People Daily and personally conducted the key informant interviews at participants’
work stations. However, the interview with the former CEO took place via Zoom. The
researcher strived to get physical interviews which offer a wider latitude to seek in-depth
responses (Creswell, 2009). All interviews were recorded for quality purposes.
3.9 Pre-testing of Data Generation / Collection Tools
Pilot survey is considered the imitation of the main survey and is meant to establish
if flaws exist in a research instrument. (Srinivasan & Lohith, 2017). The researcher pretested the questionnaire with a group of 10 journalists at The Standard newspaper. While
various studies recommend a sample size of 10 to 30 for a pilot study, they emphasize on
the ability of the pilot to investigate the feasibility of a study (Johanson & Brooks, 2010;
In, 2017). The researcher assessed the responses to establish out whether the questions were
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understood and elicited responses that respond to the research objectives (Perneger et al.,
2015).
The findings from the pre-test were analysed and the researcher used the responses
to address challenges such as poorly phrased questions and question that did not elicit the
intended responses with the help of the supervisors (Charlton, 2000). Furthermore, the
researcher had a debrief with the ten respondents in the pre-test to assess their
understanding of questions vis a vis the intended understanding. Given their expertise as
print journalists, their feedback was considered in revising of questions and addressing
reliability and validity of the questionnaire (Krishnaswamy, 2006). The key informant
interview guide was pre-tested with two senior editors from The Standard newspaper and
the responses used to revise the guide accordingly. The data from the pilot study was not
incorporated in the final data or the findings.
3.11 Validity and Reliability of Instruments
Validity refers to the ability of a test or a scale to measure that which it is intended
to measure it and the extent to which it reflects the real meaning of the concept under
consideration (Creswell, 2009). The test measures the extent to which a measure reflects
the opinion and behaviour of the population under study. Creswell further defines reliability
as the extent to which a research instrument produces consistent results every time it is used
under the same conditions. For the test to be considered valid, the measurement tool must
be reliable. Pre-testing the research instruments is critical in ensuring the reliability of the
study (Mugenda & Mugenda, 2012). For purposes of this study, the researcher pre-tested
the questionnaire with a group of 10 journalists from The Standard, while the key informant
interview guide was pre-tested with two senior editors from the same newspaper. This
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helped the researcher to determine if the questions were well understood to yield the
information that would respond to objectives of this study. The pre-test helped the
researcher to establish are address flaws in the tools, such as ambiguous questions.
Generally, the tools were found to elicit responses that respond to the research objectives.
3.12 Data Analysis and Presentation Plan
The researcher cleaned the data from the questionnaire and keyed it in the SPSS
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) software. All the filled and cleaned
questionnaires were serialised, and each question coded in SPSS. The researcher coded by
assigning numerical codes to the responses in the structured questionnaire. Once the data
was keyed in the SPSS software, different reports were spooled based on objectives two,
three, and four. Descriptive statistics and cross tabulations of variables was done to tease
out information that responds to the objective. The reports were then presented in the form
of charts, graphs, frequencies, and figures. The researcher analysed the data at the three
levels of descriptive, explanatory and interpretive.
For qualitative data, transcripts of interviews formed the data upon which thematic
analysis was conducted. According to Joffe and Yardley (2004), thematic analysis
identifies, analyses and reports patterns or themes within data. For this study, data from the
key informant interviews was analysed based on the emergent themes. The researcher
looked for repetitive words, phrases and constructions and the attendant emergent patterns
which were categorised into themes (Grbich, 2012).

These were then presented as

narratives with verbatim quotes to explain the quantitative data from the structured
questionnaire. Some of the emergent themes from this study, for instance, included the
strategy behind the conversion of The People Daily into a free daily, where respondents
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were unanimous that the move was informed by the need to create a competitive edge and
the need to boost the newspaper’s revenue.
3.13 Ethical Considerations
Before conducting the study, the researcher sought the necessary permission from
Aga Khan University Ethical Review Committee and later applied for a permit from
National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) (See
Appendices E, G, respectively). The researcher also sought permission from The People’s
Daily management to undertake the study at the newspaper. The researcher wishes to
declare being a former employee of The People Daily, it poses a possibility of conflict of
interest. To addresses this, the study adopted structured questionnaires which gave no room
for bias and infusion of the researcher’s subjective opinions. Further, the researcher
recorded all the interviews and the analysis only based on emergent themes. However, it is
also instructive to note that the association with the media outlet was beneficial to the
researcher in terms of gaining easy access to respondents at the newspaper.
This study sought information that relates to The People Daily’s strategy and
financial viability which some respondents would have been reluctant to divulge if not
assured of confidentiality. To address this, the researcher assured respondents that the
information gathered was meant for academic purpose only and confidentiality would be
maintained in dealing with their responses. Further, the researcher would refrain from using
the names of the respondents, their photos and any other personal information to protect
their identity. The researcher used pseudonyms for the respondents. The researcher further
sought the informed consent of the respondents to use data gathered without revealing their
names or locations in order to finalise and present the findings of this research. To mitigate
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any ethical and legal challenges, the findings are presented and reported as generalised
findings which are the aggregate of all the responses.
3.14 Summary
This chapter discussed research methodology and how data was collected and
analysed. The chapter also discussed the sampling procedure as well as validity and
reliability of the research tools that were used to collect data and the ethical considerations
the researcher adhered to in conducting the research. The next chapter presents, analyses
and interpretation of the data collected.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings of this study along the four objectives which
sought to: establish the management strategy behind The People Daily’s conversion to a
free newspaper; determine the relationship between advertising revenue and The People
Daily’s viability; assess financial sustainability of the newspaper; and establish the quality
control measures that The People Daily has put in place to promote quality journalism.
4.2 Presentation, Analysis and Interpretation
Data presentation, analysis and interpretation was done in line with the objectives
of this study. Once analysed, findings from quantitative data were presented in form of
tables and figures. The researcher then explained the findings and interpreted their meaning
in context of the study. On the other hand, findings from qualitative data were analysed
based on emerging themes which were presented in narratives and illustrated in direct
quotes. The researcher then explained and interpreted the findings. For the qualitative
findings that triangulated quantitative data, the findings were presented concurrently.
4.2.1 Response Rate and Demographics Results
The study targeted a sample size of 83 respondents from The People Daily
newspaper for both the survey and the key informant interview. The researcher
administered the questionnaire to 75 journalists, out of which 63 responded. For the key
informant interview, 6 participants were interviewed out of the projected 8, who were
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believed to have an overarching understanding of both management strategy and financial
viability of The People Daily newspaper. The remaining 2 respondents were not available
for the interview. The overall response rate was 84% which is sufficient for data analysis
and interpretation.
The study targeted both journalists and senior managers at The People Daily with
the intention of triangulating responses for validity. For the questionnaire, the researcher
targeted all journalists including editors, sub-editors, reporters and correspondents and
photojournalists to give their view on both quality of content published by the newspaper
as well as the viability of the news media as a free newspaper. For the key informant
interviews, the researcher interviewed, senior editors and managers, including the
managing editor, news editor, chief sub-editor, quality editor, sales and commercial
representative, and former CEO, who oversaw the conversion of The People Daily into a
free newspaper. The current CEO and the editor-in-chief were not available for the key
informant interview.
Majority of the questionnaire respondents were reporters, followed by editors
collectively (senior editors, section editors and sub-editors) as shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Job positions of respondents

Senior Editor
Editor
Sub-editor
Reporter
Photojournalist
Other
Total

Frequency
2
6
9
24
8
14
63

Percent
3
10
14
38
13
22
100
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From the findings above, it is evident that in any newsroom, reporters make a huge
chunk of the population at 38%. Senior editors at 3%, on the other hand are few given that
their role is majorly supervisory.
The findings also indicated that a majority of the respondents have worked at The
People Daily for more than 6 years at 59% combined as shown in Figure 2 below.
More than 20
years, 2%
11-20 years
19%

0-5 years
41%

6-10 years
38%

0-5 years

6-10 years

11-20 years

More than 20 years

Figure 2: The period of time that respondents have worked at The People Daily.
The findings above suggest that with 59% of the respondents having worked at The
People Daily for at least six years, the journalists have fairly grounded knowledge of the
free newspaper in terms of newsroom operations. In most cases, a longer working period
also translates to journalists’ having skills acquired over time in practice.
On respondents’ level of education, the study found that 60 percent of The People
Daily journalists have attained either a bachelor’s or master’s degree, while those with at
least a diploma standing at 36 percent as shown in Table 2 below.
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Table 2: Respondents’ level of education.
Frequency
1
1
23
30
8
63

Secondary School
Certificate
Diploma
Bachelor’s degree
Master’s degree
Total

Percent
2
2
36
47
13
100

The findings above indicate that The People Daily attracts a majority of trained
journalists with 60% having at least a bachelor’s degree. The level of education or training
of a workforce is certainly likely to have an impact on both the output and the quality of
content produced by a newspaper. The findings also reflect the market trends, where most
media houses require applicants to have a minimum of a bachelor’s degree when recruiting.
On accreditation to practice journalism in Kenya, 81% of the respondents indicated
that they were accredited by the Media Council of Kenya, an independent national
institution which accredits all media personalities in the country as shown in Figure 3.

Are you accredited by the Media Council of Kenya?
No
19%

Yes
81%

Yes

No

Figure 3: Are The People Daily’s journalists accredited?
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With 81% of The People Daily journalists accredited, the findings above
demonstrate the newspaper’s commitment to promoting professional journalism. The
accreditation also gives journalists easy access to information by allowing participation in
conferences, workshops, trainings and other gatherings. All these factors have an impact
on the quality of journalism that a newspaper produces.
Further, this study sought to establish if journalists at The People Daily are satisfied
with their remuneration by the newspaper. Half of the respondents or equivalent of 50
percent strongly disagreed or disagreed they are paid adequate wages. Only 24% either
strongly agreed or agreed that the journalists are well remunerated at the newspaper as
illustrated in Table 3.
Table 3: Respondents’ satisfaction with pay

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Don't Know/No
Answer
Total

Frequency
15
13

Percent
24
21

32

50

3

5

63

100

The findings in Table 3 above suggest that most journalists at The People Daily, at
50%, are disgruntled with the pay they receive and hence this is likely to translate to a
demotivated workforce. While pay is not the only determinant of workers’ satisfaction, it
plays a huge role in motivation of journalists and promotion of ethics as well as retention
of talent in any media outlet. All these factors have an impact in the overall achievement
of organisational goals.
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On the ability by The People Daily to attract and retain talent, 45 percent of the
respondents believe that the advertising revenue that the newspaper generates is adequate
to hire and retain the best journalists in the market as seen in the Table 4 below.
Table 4: People Daily’s ability to attract and retain talent.

Yes
No
Don't Know
Total

Frequency
28
19
16
63

Percent
45
30
25
100

From the above findings, a significant number of journalists at The People Daily,
at 45%, believe that the newspaper makes adequate revenue to hire and sustain the best
talent. The findings, however contradicts findings on Table 3, where at least 50% of the
respondents either disagreed or strongly disagreed that journalists at the news media are
paid adequate wages. There is disconnect in that the journalists believe the newspaper has
adequate revenue to attract the best talent, but does not pay its journalists adequate wages.
This, therefore, could mean that the journalists believe that the amount that their pay does
not reflect the revenue that the newspaper generates. By the virtue of their positions in the
organisational structure, journalists may not be privy to intricate financial details of a
newspaper, but there are indicators, such as the number of adverts in a newspaper, that they
can use to gauge the same.
4.2.2 Quality of Content
According to the findings, 63 percent of The People Daily journalists either strongly
agreed or agreed that they are well facilitated in terms of having the right equipment and
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technology to produce quality content. Some 24% disagreed or strongly disagreed to having
the right equipment to deliver quality news. See Figure 4.

Disagree/Strongly
Disagree
24%
Neither Agree nor
Disagree/Don't
know
13%

Strongly Agree/ Agree

Strongly Agree/
Agree
63%

Neither Agree nor Disagree/Don't know

Disagree/Strongly Disagree

Figure 4: Journalists’ facilitation to produce quality news content.
The above findings suggest that if the journalist agreed to having the required
technology and equipment to deliver quality content at 63%, then The People Daily
newspaper invests part of its resources into the newsroom to facilitate operations, including
news gathering, packaging and distribution. This also suggests that the management is keen
on production of quality content to attract readers and advertisers even if the newspaper is
issued freely.
On journalists’ training, 45% of the respondents either strongly agreed or agreed
that journalists in The People Daily have access to the training they need to stay current
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with new journalism techniques. However, a significant 33% either disagreed or strongly
disagreed to having access to regular training as shown in Table 5.
Table 5: People Daily journalists’ access to regular training on current techniques.

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Total

Frequency
28
14

Percent
45
22

21

33

63

100

The findings indicate respondents were split on whether they receive regular
training to keep abreast with current trends at 45% (agreed) and 33% (disagreed). This
suggests that the journalists’ perception of current trends may vary. The digital revolution
has greatly influenced the way journalism is practiced and to adopt, most newspapers are
forced to retrain journalists on leveraging technology in their work.
Still on quality of content, 71% either agreed or strongly agreed that the newspaper
managers and/or owners are committed to production of quality news. The findings were
in sync with the 97 percent of respondents who strongly agreed or agreed that every news
story is carefully reviewed by at least one editor before being published. See Figure 5.
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Figure 5: People Daily’s Commitment to Production of Quality Content.
With a significant 97 percent of respondents saying news stories are carefully
reviewed and 71percent indicating that The People Daily is committed to producing of
quality news, the findings above suggest that the newspapers treat the quality of content it
produces with seriousness. The findings also indicate being a free daily has not changes the
content production process of The People Daily as a newspaper, especially given that it
competes for the market share with paid-for newspapers.
4.2.3 Key Informant Findings on Quality of Content
The findings above from the survey were corroborated by response of the key
informants, who were near-unanimous that there is deliberate effort by The People Daily
to produce quality content. Most of the participants noted that:
During production, we don’t produce a free paper, we produce a
newspaper that can compete with others in the market. Whether it’s free
or not. So, in terms of quality, we produce content that is at par or even
better than the others in terms of quality of the stories, editing of stories,
and quality of the pictures we use to tell our stories. We have all the
departments that any other newspaper would have.
They further argued that:
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Quality was key to us and the fact that even though you were getting it
for free, we had to ensure people got what they liked.
Moreover, they reported that:
One of the things about PD is we never compromise on quality. Even at
that time we never laid off staff. Even our hiring policy was very
deliberate.
However, one participant, disagreed that quality of content is addressed with the
seriousness it deserves. Here is what the participant said:
Quality is a serious issue here. Most of the time we are producing things
that people already know. What would make a difference is explaining,
rather than just reporting. Also, staff motivation remains an issue. A staff
that is poorly remunerated is a demotivated staff. The incentives to drive
staff to prioritise quality is missing.
The commitment by The People Daily managers to produce quality content, when
viewed from the perspective of principles of journalism point to a viable media outlet in
the aspect of quality of content. This study adopted the DW Akademie (2020) definition of
viability which focuses not just on financial viability of a media outlet, but also the ability
to produce quality news sustainably. The market performance of a free newspaper, to a
large extent, depends on the quality of its news. The People Daily seems to understand this,
save for the shortcomings highlighted in the findings above, which are not uncommon in
most newsrooms.
4.2.4 Fact-checking
On fact-checking of content, 81 percent of respondents combined either strongly agreed or
agreed that the newspaper has a formal fact-checking process that major news items are
subjected to before they are published. Only 10 percent disagreed that such a process takes
place as shown in Table 6 below.
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Table 6: Fidelity to Fact-checking of Content at The People Daily.

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree/No Answer
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Total

Frequency
51
6

Percent
81
9

6

10

63

100

The findings above further demonstrate The People Daily’s deliberate effort to
observe the basic principles of journalism, one of which is telling the truth. Fact-checking
has become a fundamental process in news production at a time digital transition has fueled
misinformation and disinformation (Martens et al., 2018).
4.2.5 The People Daily’s Score on Editorial Independence
On the independence of the editorial process, 40 percent either agreed or strongly
agreed that owners of The People Daily newspaper generally respect the editorial
independence of news departments and do not interfere in content decisions. Some 32%
either disagreed or strongly disagreed that the owners do not interfere with the editorial
process as shown in the Figure 6.
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45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
Strongly Agree/Agree

Neither Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree/Strongly
Disagree

Don't Know/No Answer

Figure 6: Journalists’ perception of Editorial Independence at The People Daily.
From the above findings, the respondents were split between those who agreed and
disagreed that The People Daily enjoys editorial independence from the ownership. This
means that given the split, there are possible traces of interference from ownership and
could mean that some journalists perceive political ownership as a potential threat to their
professionalism.
Influence on editorial process from the ownership uncommon in many newspapers,
although it is highly veiled. In Kenya, most newspapers and other media outlets are owned
by parties who have interests in other sectors of the economy and this may at time affect
how these interest sectors are covered.
4.2.6 Key Informant Findings on Editorial Independence
Response from key informants gave insights into the above findings of the survey
that some journalists at The People Daily, at 32%, believe the editorial process is not free
from interference. The key informants attributed the perception to the newspaper
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ownership, which is linked to the first family. They said that the negative perception is
replicated among some readers, who were skeptical about its conversion into a free daily,
claiming it would be used to spread political propaganda for the owners. This is what one
of the key informants said:
They (readers) were skeptical in the beginning. They thought if it’s being
given for free, there is catch…They look at it as a propaganda machine
that was now free to portray some people in a certain way. So, readers
were skeptical, unfortunately some until now.
Another key informant was of the opinion that:
Initially, readers were skeptical, asking why it was free. Many of them
thought that because it is associated with the first family, it was a
propaganda newspaper, but they later on came to appreciate the quality
of the content.
The above findings suggest that both journalists and readers cannot entirely delink
their perception of The People Daily from its ownership, thus some editorial decisions and
interventional practices in the newsrooms may be seen in this light. While readers may not
be aware of the production process of a newspaper, they seem to have the general feeling
that owners of a newspaper are likely to suppress views contradictory to them or their
interests. This, perhaps, explains the negative perception towards free newspapers as shown
by earlier studies.
4.2.7 Giving Citizens a Voice
While asked if The People Daily makes room for citizen voices in its coverage, 81
per cent of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that the newspaper values
citizen voices and feedback. Only 3 percent were of the contrary opinion as show in Table
7 below.
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Table 7: Giving citizens a voice at The People Daily.

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree/Don’t Know
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Total

Frequency
51
10

Percent
81
16

2

3

63

100

The findings, at 81%, indicate that The People Daily creates space for citizen voices
and also acts on feedback from its readers. Citizen voices, in many cases, are in form of
opinion articles, letters to the editors or feedback on email or social media handles. This
reflects a newspaper that is responsive to the feedback and needs of its audience.
Encouraging citizen voices in a newspaper contributes to the overall editorial vigour of a
newspaper and impacts on perception by the audience.
The findings imply that The People Daily is alive to the change in the practice of
journalism, with citizen journalists’ role as external sources of information increasing by
the day. Newspapers and the media in general are increasingly embracing collaborative
journalism and have shifted from the school of thought that views audiences as passive
recipients of information. Response from some participants in the key informant interviews,
however, contradicted these findings, saying some strategies adopted by the newspaper,
more so on distribution, ignored the views and needs of the audience. One of the
participants stated that:
Journalism is changing and the audience is also changing. So, we need to
move with the times. We can’t keep selling the old journalism to the new
generation. It doesn’t sell. We need to know what our readers want, or
they will walk away.
Another participant highlighted that:
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The management must come up with a clear strategy on who our readers
are. A market research is paramount. This issue of aimless distribution
has seen the paper end up with people without disposable income, leaving
out the real people who matter.
The above findings underscore the need by free newspapers to undertake market
surveys to map their audience. This would enable the newspapers to address the
informational needs of its audience. Like the participants said, the practice of journalism is
change and newspapers cannot afford to ignore the voice of readers.
4.2.8 The People Daily’s Future Viability Prospects
Respondents were asked to project the viability of The People Daily, and 68 % of
the gave a projection of over 50 percent that the free newspaper will still be producing news
in 5 years. Some 30% said the newspaper has less than 50% chance to be producing news
in 5 years. See Figure 7.

Zero Chance
2%

1-50%
30%

51-100%
68%

Zero Chance

1-50%

51-100%

Figure 7: Will The People Daily still be producing news in years?
With a meagre 2% of the respondents giving a zero-viability chance, the findings
above indicate that journalists at The People Daily generally believe that the free newspaper
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model is viable, and that the strategies adopted are working. Earlier findings in this study
established that 59% of the respondents have worked at The People Daily for at least six
years, and this is a sufficient time to observe patterns in the newsroom and predict the
future.
4.2.9 Key Informant Findings on Future Viability Prospects
The above findings from the survey on the viability projection were reinforced by
response from the key informants, who said the newspaper had developed resilience over
the years. One participant stated that:
There were people who thought we would not last for one year. The paper
is now on its eighth year now…The future can only be bright. In my view,
we scored, because we kept the quality, and the advertising figures.
Another participant opined that:
Today, you are likely to spot a PD newspaper anywhere you turn. The
circulation is certainly better and newspaper is here to stay.
The key informants, who have by the virtue of their positions have a deeper
understanding of the management strategies adopted by the paper, pegged their viability
projections on resilience and longevity of the newspaper, quality of content, and increased
visibility. This implies that for the close to eight years that The People Daily has existed
as a free newspaper, the strategies effected have achieved their goal.
On the other hand, respondents of the questionnaire who gave a viability projection
of 50 percent listed their reason for the projected as newspaper longevity and tradition of
survival (14%), stable advertisement streams (21%), growing business model (11%) quality
of content (3%). Meanwhile, those who gave a projection of below 50% had the following
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reasons for their projection; failing current business models (22%), political interference
(2%) and management and other issues (21%) as illustrated in Table 8.

Table 8: Why the People Daily will still be producing news in 5 years.
Frequency

Percent

9

14

Stable advertisement streams
Growing business model with focus on the audience

13
7

21
11

Failing current business models
Minimal competition being only free newspaper
Produces quality content that retains readers
Political interference and ownership
Management issues
Other
Total

14
4
2
1
3
10
63

22
6
3
2
5
16
100

Longevity and tradition of sustainability/survival

From the above findings, both the questionnaire respondents and key informants
indicated attributed The People Daily’s future prospects to longevity and tradition of
survival. This is based on the fact the newspaper is not a newcomer in the print industry,
having been established as a pro-democracy paper during the push for multi-party
democracy. It is thus an old brand that the audience would easily identify with. The
longevity as free newspaper has also contributed to The People Daily’s resilience despite
the concept of free newspapers being relatively new in Kenya.
On the other hand, respondents who believed that The People Daily has minimal
chances (less than 50%) of being viable in five years, they highlighted failing current
business models as a major setback to the free model. This faults the over-reliance on
advertising revenue, which has been shaken by digital transition. Journalists observe
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current trends and are conversant with the impact of digital migration on newspapers
globally and locally. Consequently, most are exploring ways of reducing over-reliance on
advertising revenue, which is not the case with The People Daily. It, therefore, explains
why some respondents have a problem with the newspaper’s approach.
4.2.10 Level of Investment in Newsroom Operations
Asked about investment in newsroom operations at The People Daily, 66% of the
respondents estimated that less than 50% of the newspaper’s advertising revenue is
channeled to newsroom operations. Only 29% of the respondents estimated that the
newsroom receives more than 50% of the revenue it generates as illustrated in Table 9
below.
Table 9: Respondents’ estimates on investment in newsroom operations.

1-50%
51-100%
No Answer
Total

Frequency
42
18
3
63

Percent
66
29
5
100

From the above findings, it is evident that journalists at The People Daily, at 66%,
believe that the newsroom does not receive adequate share of the revenue generated.
Although they may lack fine details on the exact percentage of investment into newsroom
investment, there are various aspects that they can use to gauge, including the staff pay,
which this study established they are dissatisfied with. They can also gauge the investment
by observing the number of adverts appearing daily on the newspapers vis-à-vis level of
facilitation of newsroom activities such as news gathering.
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Meanwhile, respondents who estimated the newsroom investment at 50% and
below cited reasons such as poor staff motivation (22%) and skewed distribution of
resources between the companies in the Mediamax Network Limited group. See Table 10
below.

Table 10: Indicators that journalists use to determine investment into newsroom.

Poorly motivated/ remunerated staff
Skewed distribution of resources among sister
companies in the conglomerate
Newspaper has good advertising returns
Newsroom operations are well facilitated
Over-reliance on advertising
Other/No Answer
Total

Frequency

Percent

11

22

7

14

5

10

14
3
10
50

28
6
20
100

The findings in the above table suggest that journalists gauge investment of
advertisement revenue by staff remuneration, among other things. They also bring out the
dynamics of a conglomerate, where some journalists believe The People Daily does not
receive a fair share of revenue as compared with sister companies. For a newspaper whose
viability is heavily dependent on advertising revenue, inadequate investment into
newsroom operations may have a ripple effect on the production process and ultimately
quality of content produced.
The findings were corroborated by response from the key informants, who were
near unanimous that being part of a conglomerate has not worked in favour of The People
Daily in terms of resource distribution. The noted that revenues from the various sister
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companies go into one group account and thereafter distributed to all companies. The key
informants quoted an internal survey that put The People Daily as one of the two top
financial performers in the group. However, they indicated that a lot of the revenue from
the newspapers go to another brand. Here is what one participant said:
In the Mediamax group, its only PD and Kameme that were meeting their
targets (before COVID-19 struck). The other brands were feeding off the
two. For the longest time, a lot of that money that went into the common
kitty ended up working for a brand like K24 which is high capital
intensive.
These findings above reflect the trends in most media houses in Kenya, where the
newspaper wing is often the top earner in a group. This is occasioned not only by newspaper
affinity among advertisers, but also the cost efficiency of the newspaper compared to other
mediums such as the television. Yet it is the newspaper division that often gets the least
attention in terms of revenue distribution and staff remuneration. A cursory glance backed
by past studies, for instance, paints a picture of disproportionate variance between salaries
of newspaper journalists and TV journalists in a media group, yet in most cases, it is the
newspapers that generate more revenue.
4.2.11 The People Daily’s Affinity Among Advertisers
Asked about The People Daily’s ability to attract advertisers sustainably, 76 percent
of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that the newspaper’s is attractive to
advertisers, who are eyeing its audience. On the other hand, a paltry 8% disagreed or
strongly disagreed with this. See Table 11.
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Table 11: The People Daily’s ability to attract advertisers.

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree/Don’t
Know/No Answer
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Total

Frequency
48
10

Percent
76
16

5

8

63

100

The above findings suggest that The People Daily has an attractive audience that
appeals to the advertisers. For advertisers to invest their money in the newspaper, they first
ensure that it has the numbers (eyeballs) and the specific categories that they are interested
to ensure return on investment. On the other hand, to attract and retain the audience, The
People Daily must be publishing content that can attract and retain its audience. Journalists
are likely to gauge the newspaper’s attractiveness among advertisers using the observable
number of advertisements appearing on a physical newspaper, or the digital advertisements
on its online platforms,
Meanwhile, the respondents were asked if The People Daily attracts diverse
advertisers, 41% either agreed or strongly agreed that the media outlet has diversity
advertise clients that helps to protect editorial independence. On the other hand, 32%
disagreed or strongly disagreed that the newspaper enjoys advertiser diversity as shown in
Table 12.
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Table 12: The People Daily’s score on advertiser diversity.

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree/Don’t
Know/No Answer
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Total

Frequency
25
17

Percent
41
27

21

32

63

100

From the findings above, respondents were split at 41 and 32 for and against,
respectively, the ability of The People Daily attracts diverse advertisers, which has an
implication on editorial independence. Some advertisers seek to influence editorial
decisions for them to continue advertising with a newspaper. Having diverse sources of
advertising makes a newspaper less vulnerable to such external pressures. The findings
above do not make a strong case for The People Daily, with only less than half of
respondents indicating it enjoys diverse advertisement sources. This could perhaps be based
on what the journalists observe in the newsrooms or the number, frequency and diversity
of adverts placed by certain advertisers on the free newspaper.
Meanwhile, 61 percent of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that there is
strong separation between newsroom and the advertising or other revenue-generating
departments at The People Daily as shown in Table 13.
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Table 13: Departmental independence at The People Daily.

Strongly agree/Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree/ No Answer
Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
Total

Frequency
38
18

Percent
61
30

6

9

62

100

The findings in Table 13, where 61% journalists at The People Daily indicate that
the newspaper maintains the separation between commercial and editorial departments
reflect trends in most newsrooms. Despite the two departments being mutually exclusive,
the separation is critical to enhance editorial vigour, where commercial interests do not
overtake the primary role of journalism to inform, educate and entertain. The findings
auger well for The People Daily at a time when the line is increasingly becoming thin in
newsrooms, with the commercial departments increasingly making decision on content to
salvage revenue streams.
4.2.12 Expanding Revenue Base
When asked if The People Daily has put in place measures to expand revenue
sources 59% of the respondents either agreed or disagreed that such measures exist. On the
other hand, 27% were not aware of such measures. See Table 14.
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Table 14: Are there measures that The People Daily has put in place to increase revenue
streams?
Frequency
Percent
Strongly agree/Agree
37
59
Don’t Know
17
27
Strongly Disagree/
9
14
Disagree
Total
62
100

The finding above, where 59% of the respondents indicated that The People Daily
has put in place measures to increase its revenue streams, imply that the newspaper is
responsive to the trends that most newspapers in the country and across the world are
adopting. Journalists, especially in the lower cadres, normally have minimal knowledge of
financial matters of a company, perhaps explaining why a third of the respondents indicate
not being aware of the measures to expand revenue sources. Besides distributing its
physical newspaper for free, The People Daily also provides an e-paper for free, perhaps to
attract more traffic in its various online platforms.
Still on expansion of revenue streams, response from the key informants revealed
that The People Daily has been exploring partnerships with local telecommunication firms
as a strategy to expand revenue streams. This is what one participant had to say:
We entered into a partnership with Safaricom looking to tap into its rich
portfolio of subscribers. Safaricom could distribute our e-paper for 20
shillings, especially at the height of COVID-19 pandemic when readers
were wary about a physical newspaper. The amount would then be split
between the newspaper and the telco. This boosted both circulation and
revenue, but I am not sure if the partnership is still active.
The above findings imply that the impacts of COVID-19 pandemic could have
forced The People daily to change tact faced with reduced revenue. They also indicate that

64

an occurrence that tampers with the circulation plan of a free newspaper poses existential
threat to such dailies.
On the status of The People Daily’s revenue in 2019 (before COVID-19 was
registered in Kenya), only 24% of the respondents indicated that advertising revenue
increased, while 38% said the company made financial losses. Some 38% said they did not
know The People Daily’s financial status during the indicated period as illustrated in Figure
8 below.

Don't Know/No
Answer
38%

Advertising
revenues
increased
24%

We had to cut our
budget during the
year/ we had financial
losses
38%
Advertising revenues increased

We had to cut our budget during the year/ we had financial losses
Don't Know/No Answer

Figure 8: The People Daily’s financial status before COVID-19 was registered in Kenya.
With a significant 38% of respondents indicating that they were not aware of The
People Daily’s financial status, the findings above suggest journalists in lower rarely
concern themselves with information on a newspaper’s financial viability. On the other
hand, findings of the 38% of the respondents who indicated that The People Daily made
losses in 2019, sharply contradicted those of participants in the key informant interviews.
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The latter were near-unanimous that The People Daily’s revenue increased significantly in
2019 before COVID-19 pandemic was announced in Kenya. One of the key informants
stated that:
PD had a (financial) target; like any other brand in the company. PD met
all its targets.
Another key informant noted that:
PD had actually broken even and was profitable before COVID-19 struck
the economy. We could cover our costs and we were on a growth curve.
In addition, another participant mentioned that:
Before COVID-19, the PD was actually sustaining its sister companies,
PD was very profitable.
The above findings are a pointer that The People Daily strategy has paid off and the
newspaper was indeed profitable until the coronavirus emerged, shuttering the economic
sectors on which free newspapers depend on for advertising revenue.
Meanwhile, asked about the impact of COVID-19 on the free newspaper, 51% of
the respondents indicated that The People Daily financial strength either greatly weakened
or somewhat weakened after the contagion was registered in the country. Only 12 percent
indicated that there was no major change as a result of the global pandemic. See the Table
15.
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Table 15: Impact of COVID-19 on The People Daily’s financial strength.

Greatly Improved
Somewhat Improved
No major change
Somewhat weakened
Greatly weakened
No Answer
Total

Frequency
4
9
8
18
15
9
63

Percent
8
14
12
27
24
15
100

The findings in Table 15, where 51 percent of the respondents indicated that The
People Daily’s financial strength due to effect of COVID-19 pandemic, reflect the overall
impact of COVID-19 on most media houses in Kenya, who saw their revenue shrink. Most
sectors of the economy shut down at the height of the pandemic, and job losses recorded.
The People Daily advertising from firms in other sectors of the economy, whose shutdown
meant reduced advertisement. On the other hand, job losses meant that most readers lacked
disposable income that most advertisers eye from the audience.
The above findings were collaborated by response from key informants, who further
added that the newspaper circulation figures dipped as readers shied away from contact
with physical newspapers. Most of the participants were of the opinion that:
PD was mostly affected because our circulation depends on interacting
with more readers and physically giving out copies. So, at some point we
had to scale down from 110,000 to 40,000 copies. People were afraid of
being handed the paper. reduced circulation means reduced visibility.
This reduced advertising on our end which is where PD entirely depends
on. Staff was fired, salaries halved and expenses cut.
Other participants indicated that:
Circulation has gone down to 40,000 to 50,000 copies in a day. There
were fears of people getting into contact with anything…and most people
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were staying indoors so the reach to a wider audience was almost
impossible.
Free newspapers are known to use their circulation figures and visibility as a
bargaining chip to attract and retain advertisers. When a contagion negatively affects
circulation as findings above indicate, advertisement reduces as a consequence, if the
newspaper has no numbers to show in terms of visibility. The fact that other sectors of the
economy took a beating from the pandemic also saw them reduce on expenses such as
advertising to remain afloat.
The above findings from both the survey and key informant interviews exposes the
weakness of the free newspapers in the face of a calamity that interferes with its distribution
model as well as advertising. With limited circulation and figures, the free newspaper
model is unsettled.
4.2.13 The People Daily’s Digital Prospects
Asked if The People Daily has put in place measures to tap into digital revenue, 44
percent of the respondents indicated that such measures are in place. On the other hand,
21 per cent said such measures do not exists at the newspaper as illustrated in Figure 9.
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Don't Know the
answer
35%

Yes
44%

No
21%

Yes

No

Don't Know the answer

Figure 9: The People Daily's digital prospects
The findings above reflect the trend in the print industry locally and globally, where
newspapers are increasingly tapping into the digital revenue in the wake of shrinking
profitability from the traditional revenue streams. The People Daily seems to acknowledge
that over-reliance in traditional advertising may not be viable in the long-term and thus is
exploring alternatives in the digital space. This is perhaps why besides physical
newspaper; the newspaper issues the e-paper freely to increase visibility and drive traffic
to its online platforms.
4.2.14 Cross Tabulations
A cross tabulation of the period worked at The People Daily and the perception of
the newspaper’s viability revealed that those who have worked for over five years, at 69
percent, indicate that the newspaper viability chance is higher of between 51% and 100%
percent as seen in Figure 10.
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31%

69%

1-50%

51-100%

Figure 10: Years worked vs respondents' perception of viability
Based on the findings in Figure 10, it is evident that the entrants believe that The
People Daily will remain viable in the coming years. This implies still believe in the
newspaper’s viability or that which attracted them to the newspaper, as opposed to those
who have worked for long and perhaps have the newspaper’s past projections to base their
projections on.
4.2.15 Key Informant Findings on Strategies Behind Conversion into the Free Model
From the discussions with key informants, it emerged that The People Daily
management had two major strategies that informed the newspaper’s conversion into a free
daily; 1) create a competitive advantage in the market and ii) boost newspaper revenue.
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4.2.15.1 Creating a Competitive Advantage in the Market
One of core reasons that The People Daily adopted the free model was to find a
competitive edge against its competitors, all which are paid for. Participants were nearunanimous that The People Daily was struggling to attract advertisers and was also selling
very few copies. To increase circulation figures and appeal to advertisers, a different
approach was required. One of the key informants indicated that:
What The People Daily was getting from sales of copies before was
minimal with a circulation of around 15,000. If any advertiser had to
choose between a newspaper that sold between 15,000 copies and another
one that is selling 180,000 and another one that is selling 80,000
obviously no one would advertise on the PD…So what we said is that we
can be better; we can be different. And the only way to be different was
to do something radical and we chose the free option. We would give the
newspaper out for free, both the physical newspaper and the e-paper. This
meant we could not only increase circulation and visibility, but also
control how many copies were distributed unlike the paid-for newspapers
which depend on readers to buy.
Another key informant stated that:
The most important discussion at that time was; how do we grow PD in
terms of numbers? This is because each time people went out to seek out
advertisements, they would be asked, what is your circulation figure?
That bold decision to adopt the free model was to increase circulation and
visibility, in order attract more advertisers, cut off the vending and keep
everything else to ourselves.
Further, another key informant highlighted that:
In my opinion, this was a strategy forced by the stiff competition and
domination by the leading newspapers; Standard and the Nation.
Besides doing their primary role of educating, informing and entertaining, the media
are businesses that compete for both audiences and advertisers. According to the Media
Economics Theory, on which this study was based, market structure in media firms is
dictated by various factors, including competition, pricing, number of customers,
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availability and quality of products or services offered as well. The findings therefore
indicate that by converting into a free newspaper, The People Daily sought to sell to
advertisers increased circulation figures as its competitive advantage.
To increase visibility, The People Daily banked on its e-paper as a digital strategy
to attract more eyeballs and drive traffic to its online platforms while maintaining online
visibility. Given that the e-paper is equally available for free, the newspaper could use it as
a bargaining chip with advertisers, as additional visibility online.
To gain a competitive edge, a product must address a specific need or gap. For The
People Daily, the study established that it was performing dismally as it was competing
with rivals who had a bigger market share and enjoyed affinity among both the readers and
advertisers. Paid-for dailies are known to target habitual readers as their primary market
while free dailies primarily target occasional young readers, non-readers and some habitual
readers. The free dailies do this by creating an editorial profile based on short stories
designed for quick reading. The People Daily was looking to carve a niche in an already
dominated market by tailoring circulation to meet the needs of both readers and advertisers.
4.2.15.2 Need to Boost The People Daily’s Revenue
From the response of key informants, it emerged that the need to boost revenue was
the second strategy behind the conversion of The People Daily’s into a free newspaper. It
further emerged that before adopting the free model, the daily was struggling and
something needed to be done. Achieving needed to not just increased circulation, but also
adopt cost-effective strategies such as reduced pagination to appeal to the targeted young
audience. One participant argued that:
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Doing the math, with the cover price, what the company would take was
about 12 shillings. The vendors would take theirs, the entire cycle. If you
are doing 5,000 copies and you are taking 12 shillings from each copy
and you have limited circulation, limited advertising then you are not
breaking even.
Another participant opined that:
Adopting the free model so enabled us to open up on what you call
promotional kind of advertising. We would do some unconventional
things like wrap around because the paper is free, and we are not selling
the headline. This gave us an edge over the paid-for newspapers which
shy off from promotional advertisements on front pages.
Moreover, another participant felt that:
By giving the newspaper for free, we controlled how many copies were
distributed. And if we then gave out 110,000 copies, it would be easy to
say; we now reach more people than The Standard. That way, we may
not be getting any circulation revenue, but we would be getting
advertising revenue which usually constitutes between 70% and 80% of
any newspaper’s revenue. At the same time, we are able to customise
circulation based on who the advertiser is, which makes a huge
difference. For instance, we can choose to distribute more copies along
Thika Road when Game Supermarket has advertised with us. This
translates to more sales and the advertiser keeps coming back.
The above response by the informants point to a change of business strategy by The
People Daily when it converted into a free daily. The revenue that the newspaper used to
attract as a paid-for newspaper was inadequate, faced by stiff competition by rivals, despite
the production and distribution process being the same. By adopting the free model, it
means The People Daily sought to adopt a cost-effective model that would cut out
middlemen such as vendors. This was done by employing distributors, which gave the
newspaper control of its circulation numbers. The study found that The People Daily
managers used the ability to control the circulation figures as bargaining chip with
advertisers, as distribution would be concentrated on areas that advertisers targeted to make
sales. This is a privilege that paid-for newspapers cannot enjoy because even if they chose
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to populate a specific area of interest with more copies, the final word remains with the
reader who can decide to buy the newspaper or not.
Another thing was the reduction of pagination to a smaller newspaper of 32 pages
which, the study found, sought to address two things: i) the fewer pages meant the stories
had to be short and crisp to keep the target audience hooked and ii) make the production
process cost-effective both in terms of printing and content packaging. All these measures
sought to boost revenue and make The People Daily profitable, and are backed by earlier
studies (Mburu, 2015; Franklin, 2005).
4.3 Summary of Key Findings
This study sought to explore the viability of free newspapers in the Kenyan market
using the case of The People Daily. Seven key findings emerged from this study:
The study established that the conversion of The People Daily into a free newspaper
was based on two key strategies. The first was the need to create a competitive advantage
in the market and the second was the desire to boost the newspaper revenue. The strategies
were to be achieved by increasing circulation figures to attract advertisers at a higher cost
per thousand as well as customising distribution to appeal to advertisers. Still on circulation
the study found that The People Daily rolled out an e-paper to boost visibility while also
maintain a digital presence. The newspaper has survived for close to eight years as a free
daily, which lends credence to the strategies as having largely achieved their goal.
The study found that The People Daily’s viability is heavily dependent on the ability
to sustain stable advertising streams and longevity of the newspaper as a quality free daily.
However, despite advertising revenue being the mainstay of the newspaper’s viability,
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respondents indicated that not enough of this revenue is channeled to the newsroom. The
study established from respondents that other company brands (such as K24 TV, Kameme
TV and radio stations) get more of the advertising revenue from the newspaper division at
the expense of the newspaper.
The study also established that The People Daily can sustain itself financially as a
free newspaper. Response from the key informant interviews was near-unanimous that The
People Daily was among the two top performers in terms of revenue generation in the
media organisation. Further, data from the survey also corroborate The People Daily’s
viability as the findings indicate that the newspaper’s audience is attractive to advertisers.
The study found that the COVID-19 pandemic affected The People Daily’s
financial strength as the economy went into partial closure and circulation figures went
down owing to the nature of the virus spread: mainly through contact. Response from key
informants indicated that at the peak of the pandemic, the newspaper cut down circulation
from 110,000 copies to 40,000 copies daily as readers were apprehensive for fear of
exposure to the virus. Such a measure reduces the newspaper’s visibility which is what the
advertisers target in free newspapers.
The study established that The People Daily newspapers produces quality content.
Journalists targeted by the survey questionnaire either agreed or strongly agreed that the
newspaper managers and/or owners are committed to production of quality news and also
that that every news story is carefully reviewed by at least one editor before being
published. A further 81 indicated that the newspaper undertakes fact-checking for news
items before they are published Response from key informants indicated that attract and
retain readers, the newspaper is keen on producing quality content like any other
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newspaper. To retain readers and by extension advertisers, free newspaper must produce
quality to convince advertisers that that their products are actually read.
The study found that half of the journalists at The People Daily are dissatisfied with
their wages, with 50 percent either strongly disagreeing or disagreeing that they are paid
adequate wages. This is support by the findings where 66% of the respondents in the survey
estimated that less than 50% of the revenue attracted by The People Daily is invested in the
newsroom. Inadequate investment in newsroom operations as well as demotivated
journalist, as earlier studies indicate, may have an impact in quality (Lamour & Lorentz,
2019; Ireri, 2016; Ajaegbu et al., 2015).
Finally, the study established that due to its ownership link to the first family, The
People Daily newspaper initially struggled with negative perception and skepticism from
the readers, who viewed it as the owners’ propaganda machinery. According to DW
Akademie (2020), ownership of news media organisations affect their perception,
especially if linked to political or state actors. This explains why, as this study found, The
People Daily struggles with propaganda labelling. To shed this perception, the newspaper
must be transparent and should not prevent diversity of perspectives in its reportage.
4.4 Summary
This chapter provided the findings on viability of free newspapers in the Kenyan
market, based on the study of The People Daily newspaper. The findings presented in this
chapter were based on responses by journalists targeted by the survey questionnaire and
those of key informants interviewed by the researcher. These findings were presented in
form of tables, pie charts and graphs. The tables and figures were accompanied by
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descriptions and explanations of the findings. The chapter also gave a summary of the key
findings in relation to the research objectives.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Introduction
The chapter presents a discussion of the key findings on viability of free newspapers
in the Kenyan market, a study of The People Daily newspaper. The discussion interprets
the findings and gives them context in relation to the Media Economics Theory as well as
earlier studies captured in the literature review section. The chapter also presents
conclusions and implications for practice on the findings, recommendations, and areas for
further research.
5.2 Discussion of Key Findings
5.2.1 Management Strategy Behind The People Daily’s Conversion to a Free Newspaper
The first objective of this study sought to establish the management strategy behind
The People Daily’s conversion to a free newspaper. The study established that the
conversion of The People Daily into a free newspaper was based on two key strategies: The
need to create a competitive advantage in the market and remain afloat and secondly, to
boost the revenue that the newspaper attracts. Response from key informants was
unanimous that before its conversion to a free newspaper, The People Daily was struggling
both in terms of circulation and revenue. Advertisers opted for its competitors, which had
higher circulation numbers. To compete with the market leaders for both audience and
advertisers, the management adopted the free model which gave it control over the number
of copies it could distribute and rolled out an e-paper to boost visibility while also
maintaining a digital presence. To achieve this, the study established circulation was highly
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targeted and the print order was based on incoming revenues to ensure cost-effectiveness.
This means the newspaper could control its spending by printing only those copies it could
distribute and leave them with a profitable margin as opposed to its earlier model that was
dependent on buyers who preferred is rivals. This strategy has been found successful in the
past. From the review of literature, Bakker (2002), for instance, found, that the success of
the free newspapers is the result of their efficient cost structure and ability to reach a new
and relatively young audience.
These findings on the strategy to convert to a free copy publication to leverage on
the competitive edge is underscored by earlier studies which found that media firms
compete for the two interconnected markets: the sale of content to consumers as well as
competition for advertisers seeking access to reach these consumers (Godes, Ofek &
Sarvary, 2009; Gabszewicz, et al., 2012). To compete fairly, a media outlet should be at
par with the rivals. This was not the case for The People Daily as the findings indicate it
stood a little chance with both advertisers and readers given that its main rivals, The
Standard and the Daily Nation, were selling far more copies, had a longer tradition in the
industry and a larger the market share in terms of both audiences and advertisers.
Adopting a free distribution model was not just a survival strategy by The People
Daily, but also a resolve to carve a niche market for both readers and advertisers. For
instance, customising distribution enables The People Daily to choose to circulate more
copies in areas where advertisers want to be seen more and translate eyeballs into actual
sales. This makes it flexible and appealing to advertisers. This also means as a free
newspaper, it is not strictly selling headlines as is the case of paid-for newspapers, and can
therefore undertake promotional advertising even in its front page. By tailoring content to
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target a younger audience, The People Daily ensures the stories are brief and crisp to
correspond with the short attention span typical of that group of audience (Goodman, 2004).
The conversion of The People Daily into a free newspaper, when looked at within
the Media Economics Theory, depicts the newspaper as a responsive media outlet which
instituted free circulation strategy based on its competitors pricing, market share,
availability and quality of products or services offered and the prevailing market conditions.
Faced with dominating rivals, The People Daily sought to adopt a radical survival strategy,
which this study established has paid off. Some 76% of respondents targeted by the survey
indicated that the newspaper’s audience is attractive to advertisers while key informants
were unanimous that the newspaper sustains itself from advertising revenues. The findings
suggest that adopting free distribution model worked as The People Daily could not
compete as a paid-for newspaper.
5.2.2. Relationship Between Advertising Revenue and The People Daily’s Viability
The second objective of this study sought to establish the relationship between
advertising revenue and The People Daily’s viability as news media. The study found that
The People Daily’s viability is dependent on the ability to attract and retain stable
advertising streams and longevity of the newspaper as a quality free daily.
Findings also indicate that despite the newspaper depending on advertising revenue,
not enough is ploughed back to the newsroom. Some 66 percent of the respondents
estimated that the newsroom receives less than 50 per cent of the advertising revenue. They
feel that other brands in the media organisation (e.g., K24 TV, Kameme TV and radio
stations) get more of the advertising revenue from the newspaper division at the expense of
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the newspaper. Respondents attributed the uptake of The People Daily’s revenue by other
brands to poor staff motivation and remuneration.
The findings allude to the dynamics of conglomerates, where some brands that are
not profitable feed off those that are profitable. Response from respondents indicate that
revenue from the various brands owned by Mediamax Network Ltd is channeled into one
account and then redistributed to the various brands. The flipside of such dynamics to a
brand like The People Daily, which solely depends on advertising, is that starving it of
adequate resources has an impact on ability to sustainably produce quality on content as an
earlier study by Hollifield (2019) found.
The dynamics of being part of conglomerate, as findings indicate, can either work
in favour of, or against, some brands of the group. A struggling brand would be cushioned
by profitable brands and remain afloat. On the other hand, as is the case of The People
Daily when a profitable brand donates more of its revenue share to other brands in a
conglomerate, it suffers and may struggle to sustain its profitability in future if it has no
access to adequate resources to improve its performance. Earlier studies have found that
such a brand also cannot fully enjoy its success when forced to share, and it may breed
suspicion among staff of the various brands (Jung & Chan-Olmsted, 2005; Tseng, 2015).
5.2.3 Financial Sustainability of The People Daily as a Free Newspaper
The third objective of this study was to assess financial sustainability of The People
Daily as a free newspaper. The study established that The People Daily can sustain itself
financially as a free newspaper. Response from the key informant interviews was nearunanimous that The People Daily was among the two top performers in terms of revenue
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generation in the media organisation. Responses from the survey also corroborate The
People Daily’s viability as the findings indicate that the newspaper’s audience is attractive
to advertisers. Some 68% indicated that The People Daily is viable financially, a factor they
attributed to stable advertising revenue as well as advertiser diversity.
The findings are in line with earlier studies that found the success of the free papers
to be as result of their efficient cost structure (Bakker, 2002; Tennant, 2014). For instance,
response from key informants indicate that by the virtue of being free, The People Daily
highly customises its distribution strategies to target a specific audience that the advertiser
is eyeing at any particular day. This explains why more copies would be channeled to a
particular area such as near a shopping store that has advertised with a free newspaper.
The findings, however, indicate that financial sustainability of The People Daily
has come under threat from the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic that sent the Kenyan
economy into partial closure. Response from respondents indicate that the height of the
pandemic, circulation figures went down as readers kept off, owing to the nature through
which the virus is spread: mainly through contact. For a newspaper that uses circulation
figures as a bargaining chip with advertisers, reduced distribution would not appeal to both
existing and potential advertisers. Reduced advertising is a major setback to a free
newspaper which solely depends on advertising revenue to finance its operations.
The COVID-19 pandemic also affected other sectors of the economy and according
to both the Media Economics Theory, and the DW Akademie (2020) media viability
indicators, the state of the economy and by extension the buying power of the populace
determines the financial performance of media outlets.
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It is such harsh realities that, findings indicate, led The People Daily to undertake
drastic measures to reduce costs and remain afloat, including staff lay-offs, salary cuts and
reducing newsroom budget. This has a direct impact on quality of content produced as staff
lay-offs means reduced manpower for the same production process. Salary cuts also affect
staff motivation, which may affect quality of content at a time when readers are desperate
for emergent information on calamities such as the COVID-19 crisis (Collinson et al.,
2015). The effects of the pandemic, however, cut across all local and international media
houses in the country and the drastic measures were almost replicated in all outlets
(Radcliffe, 2021).
5.2.4 Quality Control Measures That The People Daily Has Put in Place to Promote
Quality Journalism
The fourth objective of this study sought to establish the quality control measures
that The People Daily has put in place to promote quality journalism. The study established
that The People Daily newspapers produces quality content. Response from both journalists
and senior managers indicate that the newspaper is committed to production of quality
news, with 97% saying that every news story is carefully reviewed by at least one editor
before being published. These findings reflect earlier studies that established that to attract
and retain readers and in turn advertisers, quality of content is critical to free newspapers
(Bakker, 2013; DW Akademie, 2020; Hollifield, 2019. Indeed, Meijer (2013) noted that
quality remains the standard factor for judging viability of public service media as well as
first-rate journalism.
Besides being business entities pursuing profitability, free newspapers as media
entities are still required to adhere to principles of journalism of telling the truth. This is
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why these models cannot compromise on quality, and as findings indicted, The People
Daily incorporates fact-checking in its production process in pursuit of quality. Some 81
percent of respondents combined either strongly agreed or agreed that the newspaper has a
formal fact-checking process that major news items are subjected to before they are
published. As the DW Akademie (2020) viability indicators outline, The People Daily as
is any other newspaper cannot divorce quality of content from its viability.
The study, however, also established, that due to its ownership link to the first
family, The People Daily newspaper struggled with negative perception and skepticism
from the readers, who viewed it as the owners’ propaganda machinery after it was
converted into free newspaper. This was captured in an earlier study by Akwabi (2015)
who found that The People Daily suffers perception from the readers. The findings suggest
that to be believer, the media must be seen to be politically neutral and always strive to tell
the truth. Kenyans pay keen attention to politics and the perception that a media outlet
linked to a politician or a State actor is a propaganda machinery would be understandable.
Even in mature democracies, certain media houses have been linked to political inclinations
based on the ideals they advance. While The People Daily may not easily shake off this
negative perception as long as the ownership link to political actors remains, the newspaper
must strive to be independent and prove that it allows diversity of voice in its coverage.
5.3 Conclusion and Implications for Practice
Based on the findings of this study and the above discussion, the researcher makes
the below conclusions that relate to the viability of free newspapers in the Kenyan market;
drawing from the case of The People Daily.
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The People Daily strategy to create a competitive edge and the need to boost
newspaper revenue was a radical survival strategy which has paid off. This is demonstrated
by the fact that the newspaper has operated for over seven years as a free daily and, as this
study established, competes at par with its rivals in terms of circulation.
The People Daily’s viability is dependent on the ability to attract and retain stable
advertising streams and longevity of the newspaper as a quality free daily. The dynamics
of being in a conglomerate, however, disadvantages the newspaper in terms to revenue
distribution between brands, where a huge chunk of its resources is invested in other brands
at the expense of the newspaper.
The People Daily can sustain itself financially as a free newspaper. This study found
that before COVID-19 pandemic took toll on the newspaper, it was profitable. Free
newspapers enjoy the advantages of being cost-effective and flexible distribution models.
By the virtue of being free, The People Daily highly customises its distribution strategies
to target a specific audience that the advertiser is eyeing at any particular day. This a key
bargaining power for free newspaper.
To a large extent, the quality of content produced by a free newspaper determines
its viability. This explains why, as the study established The People Daily is committed to
production of quality news, with 97% of respondents indicating that every news story is
carefully reviewed by at least one editor before being published.
Readers link ownership of a particular media outlet to specific ideals or political
stance. This is why, due to its link to the first family, The People Daily newspaper struggled
with negative perception and skepticism from the readers, who viewed it as the owners’
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propaganda machinery. There is need for such a media outlet to prove to its readers that its
editorial process is independent.
5.3.1 The Free Newspaper Model in the Kenyan Market
Overall, the findings from this study demonstrate that free newspapers are viable in
the Kenyan market. However, there are several factors to consider for the free newspaper
model to be viable in Kenya. See Figure 11 below.

Figure 11: Free Newspaper Viability Model.
i.

Competition Analysis: Both paid-for and free newspapers compete for two
interconnected markets: the audience as well as advertisers. Before starting a free
newspaper, it is important to scan the market and identify a weakness or gap that
could be turned used to attain competitive edge. This study established that The
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People Daily converted into a free daily after reviewing its performance against its
competitors.
ii.

Strategy: For free newspaper to appeal to both readers and advertisers, it must
adopt strategies that gives it an edge over rivals in the market. For the case of The
People Daily, such a competitive edge was pegged on customisation of circulation
and distribution of copies, making it flexible and appealing to advertisers. Another
strategy that has proved helpful to The People Daily is the e-paper, which besides
giving it a digital presence, is a bargaining tool while approaching and negotiating
with advertisers. The future is digital, and free newspapers require a digital strategy
to remain afloat.

iii.

Identify Target Audience: A free newspaper targets a relatively different audience
from that of paid-for newspaper. While paid-for newspapers target habitual readers,
free dailies target younger, non-habitual readers as The People Daily has done. This
approach is borne out of knowledge that free newspapers rarely convert readers
from paid-for newspapers. Knowing one’s targeted audience dictates the content
packaging. For a younger audience that is known to have shorter attention spans,
for instance, a smaller newspaper with crisp stories is more suitable.

iv.

Quality of Content: Producing quality content contributes majorly to the ability by
a free newspaper to attract and retain readers. This study found that to promote
quality, The People Daily hires trained journalists and has also put in place
measures such as fact-checking. A free newspaper cannot afford to compromise on
quality.
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v.

Investment in Newsroom Operations: To produce quality content sustainably, a
free newspaper must invest adequate resources to newsroom operations and staff
remuneration. An under-funded free newspaper impacts negatively on quality and
struggles to sustain readers.

5.4 Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, the researcher made the two recommendations
that The People Daily or potential future free newspapers can adopt in in Kenya or in
economies with similar characteristics. The study established that while advertising
revenue makes The People Daily viable, being part of a conglomerate works to its
disadvantage. The study recommends that to ensure viability, a huge percentage of
resources generated the free newspapers should be ploughed back into the newsroom to
strengthen operations and boost staff morale. Skewed distribution of resources among sister
companies, does not only breed suspicion among brands, but impacts on quality of brands
whose success depend on it such as The People Daily.
The study found that ownership is bound to influence perception of news media,
and free newspapers are not an exception. Such newspapers must promote editorial
independence and avoid interference from owners or advertisers to push certain agenda
because it determines how the audience view them.
5.5 Areas for further research
The researcher recommends the following two possible areas for further research: i.

The scope of this study was largely internal and targeted journalists and senior
editors at The People Daily. There is need for further studies to expand the scope
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and adopt an audience-centred study to investigate the perspective of the audience
on free newspapers.
ii.

Still on scope, future studies can adopt content analysis approach to investigate the
quality of content of free newspapers as this study only explored the measures put
in place to promote quality as pseudo-indicators of quality.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Key Informant Interview Guide

1. How long have you worked in this position?
2. The People Daily converted into a free newspaper in 2014. What informed this
decision?
3. What financial aspects were considered when moving to free distribution and
would you say that the strategy has been a success?
4. How did readers and advertisers receive the conversion of The People Daily
into a free newspaper?
5. How many copies does PD distribute daily? (PD is not member of Audit. Bureau
of Circulation (ABC), who confirms these numbers?)
6. How would you say, in your opinion, PD is faring in terms of circulation and
readership compared to its competitors?
7. Does PD’s advertising revenue sustain its newsroom operations, including
paying its staff and fund quality journalism?
8. The People Daily is a subsidiary Mediamax. Does it enjoy financial support
from sister TV and FM stations or is it self-sustaining?
9. There’s perception that free newspapers produce poor quality journalism. What
quality control measures has The People Daily put in place to ensure it produces
quality journalism? For instance, do you have a quality editor?
10. How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected PD’s financial performance?
11. Newspapers across the world are expanding their revenue streams, especially
using digital platforms. What has PD done (or is doing) to expand its revenue?
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12. Is there any area/aspect you think PD has not done well but could do better?
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Appendix B: Questionnaire
AGA KHAN UNIVERSITY
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF MEDIA AND COMMUNICATIONS (AKU-GSMC)
PROJECT TITLE: Viability of Free Newspapers in the Kenyan Market: A Case of
The People Daily
Introduction
Welcome to this study.
The study seeks to establish the viability of free newspapers in the Kenyan market: A Case
of The People Daily and is conducted by Veronica Wambui Mwangi, a student at the Aga
Khan University Graduate School of Media and Communications.
This study aims to generate information that will be used to understand the landscape of
free newspapers in Kenya and other economies with similar characteristics, especially in
the wake of digital disruption.
Please note:


Your responses will be kept completely confidential and all the participants will
remain anonymous.



The findings of the study will be published only in aggregated form, based on the
average responses from all the participants.



Your participation in this research is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw at
any point during the study, for any reason, and without any prejudice.



The survey should take around 10-20 minutes to complete.

Consent to Continue
By signing below, you acknowledge that your participation in the study is voluntary, you
are 18 years of age and above, and that you are aware that you may choose to terminate
your participation in the study at any time and for any reason.
I consent to participate [

]

I do not wish to participate [

]

Sign: _____________

Date _____________

Sign ______________

Date ______________

Thank you for your time. If you have questions or comments about this survey, please
contact: Veronica Wambui at veronica.wambui@aku.edu or mwangivw@gmail.com
SECTION 1: Quality of Content and Quality Control Measures
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Please choose the most suitable answer:
1.
What is your job title?
o Senior Editor
o Editor
o Sub-editor
o Reporter
o Correspondent
o Photojournalist
o Other
If other, please specify
2.

How long have you worked as a journalist?
o 1 year or less
o 13 months- 5 years
o 6 - 10 years
o 11-25 years
o More than 25 years

3.

How long have you worked for this news media organisation?
o 1 year or less
o 13 months- 5 years
o 6 - 10 years
o 11-25 years
o More than 25 years

4. Are you accredited by the Media Council of Kenya?
o Yes
o No
5. What is your highest education level from the following category?
o Secondary school
o Certificate
o Diploma
o Bachelor’s degree
o Master’s degree
o PhD
o No answer
6. Please provide us with your personal assessment of the quality of the news content
that is being produced by your media organisation. For purposes of this study,
"quality" in news content is defined using the generally accepted standards of the
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global journalism profession such as Balance; fairness; accuracy; relevance and
timeliness.
Please indicate the degree to which you agree with each statement about your media
organisation
1. Strongly agree
2. Agree
3. Neither agree nor disagree
4. Disagree
5. Strongly disagree
6. Don’t know
7. No answer

Journalists in our organisation are paid adequate wages so that 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
we attract and keep qualified professionals.
Journalists in our organisation are paid adequate wages to 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
discourage journalistically unethical behaviour.
Journalists in our media organisation have the 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
equipment/technology they need to produce quality news
content.
Journalists in our media organisation have access to the training 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
they need to stay current with new journalism techniques.
The owners/managers of our organisation generally respect the
editorial independence of the news department and do not
interfere in content decisions.
The owners/managers of our organisation are committed to the
production of quality news content.
Every news story produced in our newsroom is carefully
reviewed by at least one editor/news manager before being
published.
Our newsroom has a formalised fact-checking process that
major news stories we produce go through.
Our news media organisation makes room for citizen voices and
ordinary people’s expertise in our news coverage
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

SECTION 2: Advertising and Financial Viability
1. In your opinion, what is the percentage likelihood that The People Daily will still be
producing news in 5 years as a free newspaper?

o Zero chance
o 1-10%
o 11-20%
o 21-30%
o 31-40%
o 41-50%
o 51-60%
o 61-70%
o 71-80%
o 81-90%
o 91-100%
Please briefly explain the main reasons for the estimate you made in the previous
question:
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________
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2. From your estimation, what percentage of advertising revenue from your organization
is channeled to newsroom
o 1-10%
o 11-20%
o 21-30%
o 31-40%
o 41-50%
o 51-60%
o 61-70%
o 71-80%
o 81-90%
o 91-100%

Please briefly explain the main reasons for the estimate you made in the previous
question:
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________

3. To the best of your knowledge, which of the following best describes the trend in the
overall financial strength of your media organization in 2020 (after COVID-19) and
2019 (before emergence of COVID-19)?

o Greatly improved
o Somewhat improved
o No major change
o Somewhat weakened
o Greatly weakened
o Don't Know/No Answer
4. Please indicate the degree to which you agree with each statement about your media
organization
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
Don’t know
No answer

Our news organisation’s primary target audience is attractive to
potential advertisers
There is a strong separation between the newsroom and the
advertising or other revenue-generating departments in our
news organization.
Our news organization has enough diversity in advertising
clients/funders that our editorial independence is not at risk from
threats by individual advertisers/funders.
Our organization has put in place measures to expand revenue
sources, eg digital content

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

SECTION 3: Financial Sustainability (Before emergence of COVID-19)
1. Which of the following best describes your media outlet's financial situation in the year
2019 compared to the previous year (2018)?

o
o
o

Advertising revenues increased
We had to cut our budget during the year/we had financial losses
Don't Know/No Answer
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4. If you compare the situation in 2019 to 2018, which of the following best characterizes
the trend in your newsroom's annual budget as a percentage of the organization's total
annual budget? (Choose only one).

o The

newsroom's share of the organization's budget rose
significantly

o The newsroom's share of the organization's budget rose slightly
o The newsroom's share of the organization's budget was stable
o The newsroom's share of the organization's budget fell slightly
o The newsroom's share of the organization's budget fell
significantly

o Don't know/no answer
5. To the best of your knowledge, is the advertising revenue from your organization
adequate to hire and retain the best journalists in the market and support quality
journalism?
o Yes
o No
o Don’t know the answer
6. Has your news put in place mechanism to tap into revenue from the digital plat forms?
Yes
No
Don’t know the answer
If yes or no, please explain:……………………………………………………..
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Appendix C: Budget
Project Title: Viability of Free Newspapers in the Kenyan Market: A Case of The
People Daily

ITEM

COST (Kshs.)

1

Proposal preparation

3,000

2

NACOSTI Permit

1,000

3

Pre-testing research instruments

2,000

3

Transport

10,000

5

Data collection and analysis

20,000

TOTAL

36,000

Source :( Researcher, 2020)
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Appendix D: Research Timelines
Project Title: Viability of Free Newspapers in the Kenyan Market: A Case of The
People Daily

ACTION

RESPONSIBILITY

ESTIMATED
TIME/
COMPLETION DATE

Writing concept note

Principal researcher

Jan15- Jan 31, 2020

Writing Chapter One of proposal

Principal researcher

Feb 1- Feb 10, 2020

Writing of Chapter Two of proposal Principal researcher

Feb 15- March 10, 2020

Writing of Chapter Three of Principal researcher
Proposal

March15-April 30, 2020

Submission of thesis proposal to Principal researcher
supervisors

May 10, 2020

Review of thesis

June 1- July 20, 2020

Supervisors

Effecting recommended corrections Principal researcher

August 1- Sep 30, 2020

Submission for review

Principal researcher

October 1, 2020

Effecting further changes

Principal researcher

Oct 15- Nov 1, 2020

Proposal defence

Principal researcher

December 11, 2021

Effecting recommendations
defence panel

by Principal researcher

Dec 15-Dec 23, 2020

Submission of ethics clearance to Principal researcher
ERC for review and approval

January 2,2021

Submission
of
NACOSTI Principal researcher
documents for approval and issuing
of licence

January 13, 2021

Administration
of
questionnaire online

Jan 20- Jan 31, 2021

Survey Principal researcher

Key Informant Interviews with Principal researcher
editors
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Feb 1 to Feb 15, 2021

Review of data collected, coding Principal
researcher/ Feb 16- Feb 27, 2021
and transcribing
Research assistant
Writing draft final thesis

Principal researcher

March 1- March 10, 2021

Submission of final thesis to Principal researcher
supervisors

March 10, 2021

Final Thesis defence

Principal researcher

March 24, 2021

Submission of final document

Principal researcher

April 5, 2021
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Appendix E: AKU Ethics Review Committee Approval Letter
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Appendix F: Introductory Letter from AKU
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Appendix G: NACOSTI Research License
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